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SURAH 16 


Al-Nahl 
(The Bees) 


Prologue 


Although this surah enjoys a calm rhythm with a quiet, soft beat, it nonetheless 
tackles several main topics within its broad framework. It makes use of several 
sound effects and emphatic connotations to heighten its impact. Like all surahs 
revealed in Makkah, it discusses the main topics of faith, such as God’s oneness, 
revelation and resurrection. But it also refers to a number of secondary topics, such 
as the essential unity between Abraham’s faith and the faith preached by 
Muhammad (peace be upon them both). It outlines the true nature of God’s will, and 
mentions the human will with regard to accepting or denying the true faith, 
following divine guidance or going astray. It explains the mission of God's 
messengers and His law that applies to those who deny them and their messages. It 
discusses the question of who may forbid things or leave them lawful, and the false 
concepts of pagan ideologies in this regard. It speaks of leaving one’s community to 
migrate for God’s sake, the persecution Muslims may suffer at the hands of 
unbelievers, the rejection of faith after having accepted it and what punishment any 
of these situations may incur. It then adds some discussion on human dealings, such 
as maintaining justice, ensuring kindly treatment, giving money for good purposes 
and the fulfilment of promises and pledges, as well as other practices that observe 
the principles of faith. Thus we see how the surah weaves together its interrelated 
subject matter. 


These topics are presented within an expansive framework in which all the events 
take place. It includes the heavens and the earth, with the rain pouring down, the 
trees springing up, the day and night, the sun, the moon and the stars, the seas, the 
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mountains and the rivers. It is indeed this whole world with all that takes place in it 
as well as the life to come with all its scenery and the fates of different categories of 
God’s creatures. It also includes the realm that lies beyond the reach of our 
perception, and the feelings it inspires within us. 


Against such a broad backdrop the surah sounds like a massive campaign aimed at 
profoundly influencing people’s hearts and minds. It is a campaign that uses a 
moderate rhythm with several coherent sounds. It has nothing of the very strong 
beats we hear in Surahs 6 and 13, Cattle and Thunder respectively. Yet in its quiet 
rhythm it addresses every sense and feeling in the human soul, as well as both 
reason and conscience. It alerts our eyes to see, our ears to hear, our hands to touch 
and feel, our consciences to be alert and our minds to reflect. It portrays every aspect 
of the whole universe, looks at the present life and the life to come, as well as secrets 
of the universe and what is beyond the reach of our faculties of perception. All these 
are used to heighten the effect on our senses, hearts and minds. The result is a 
massive panorama which only a closed mind and a dead heart can ignore. 


We are directed to look at the signs and messages that God has placed throughout 
the universe, and the great bounties and blessings He has given to mankind, and to 
reflect on the scenes of the Day of Judgement, the images of death, and the fate 
suffered by former communities. Coupled with this is a series of emotional touches 
that penetrate the depths of our hearts, and which refer to the different stages of 
human life from unborn embryos, to people in the full vigour of youth, in mid-life 
and in old age, as also in situations of strength and weakness, enjoying God’s 
blessings or enduring hardship. It uses different styles and modes of expression, 
giving examples, drawing images, relating dialogue and presenting stories in order 
to make its message clear and enhance its effect. 


The splendid colours that impart their shades to the whole atmosphere of the 
surah also highlight a number of great natural phenomena, reflecting the greatness of 
creation, God’s bounty, His knowledge and elaborate planning. These are all 
intermingled. The great universe created by God is subject to God’s perfect 
knowledge and His meticulous design and planning. Yet it is meant to be a blessing 
for mankind, meeting not only their needs but also their wishes and expectations. 
Thus all needs and necessities are satisfied; adornments provided; relaxation of body 
and soul ensured. It is then right that people should give thanks and express their 
gratitude to God. 


Thus throughout the surah we see God’s blessings and believers expressing 
gratitude. There are several directives on the need to show such gratitude, coupled 
with various comments. Parables are given, as well as examples. The most vivid of 
these is that of the Prophet Abraham who is described as showing “his gratitude for 
the blessings bestowed by Him who had chosen him and guided him to a straight path.” 
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(Verse 121) 


All this is given in a perfect harmony of image, connotation, expression, rhythm, 
issue and subject matter. We now hope to outline some of these as we discuss the 
surah in detail. 
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1 


God the Creator of All 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


God's judgement is bound to come; so do not seek 
to hurry it on. Limitless is He in His glory and 
sublimely exalted above anything people may 
associate with Him. (1) 


He sends donn angels with this divine 
inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of 
Hiss servants as He pleases: War [mankind] 
that there is no deity other than Me: so fear Me.’ 


(2) 


He has created the heavens and the earth in truth; 
sublimely exalted 1s He above anything peopk 
may associate with Him. (S) 


He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this 
same man is openly contentious. ($) 


He creates cattle which give you warmth and other 
benefits; and from them you obtain food. (5) 


And you find beauty in them when you drive 
them home in the evening and when you take 
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them out to pasture in the morning. (6) 


And they carry your loads to distant lands, which 
you could not otherwise reach without much 
hardship to yourselves. Your Lord is certainly 
Most Compassionate, Menzful. (T) 


And [He creates] horses, mules and asses for you 
to ride or put on show. And He creates other 
things of which you have no knowledge. (8) 


It is God alone who points to the right path. Yet 
many may swerve from it. Had He so willed, He 
would have guided you all aright. (9) 


It is He who sends down water from the skies. 
From it you drink, and with it grow the plants 
on which you pasture your cattle. (10) 


And with it He causes crops to grow for you, and 
olive trees, and date-palms, and grapes, and all 
other kinds of fruit. Surely in this there ts a sign 
for people who think. (11) 


And He has made the night and the day and the 
sun and the moon to be subservient to you; and 
all the stars are subservient to His command. In 
this there are signs for people who use their reason. 


(12) 


On the earth He has fashioned for you olyects of 
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various hues; surely in this there is a sign for 


people who take heed. (13) 


It is He who has made the sea subservient to 
[His laws], so that you may eat fresh meat from 
it, and take from it gems which you may wear. 
You see the ships ploughing through the waves, so 
that you may be able to go forth in quest of Has 
bounty, and that you may be grateful. (14) 


He has placed firm mountains on earth lest it 
should sway with you; and rivers and paths so 
that you may find your way (15) 


as well as landmarks. By the stars, too, are people 
guided. (16) 


Is He, then, who creates lke one that cannot 
create? Will you not, then, think? (17) 


Should you try to count God's blessings, you will 
never be able to compute them. God is indeed 
Much Forewing, Meraful. (18) 


God knows all that you keep secret and all that 
_you bring into the open. (19) 


Those beings that some people invoke beside God 


cannot create anything; they themselves are created. 


(20) 


They are dead, not living, and they do not know 
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when they will be raised back to life. (21) 





Overview 


This first passage speaks about God’s oneness. It makes use of all the tools we 
outlined in the Prologue: the numerous signs and indicators the great variety of 
God’s creation exhibit, the countless favours He has bestowed on man in every stage 
of his life, His perfect knowledge of what is kept secret and what is left public, the 
life of this world and the life to come. 


An Imminent Grave Event 


God’s judgement is bound to come; so do not seek to hurry it on. Limitless is He in 
His glory and sublimely exalted above anything people may associate with Him. He 
sends down angels with this divine inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of His 
servants as He pleases: ‘Warn [mankind] that there is no deity other than Me: so fear 
Me.’ (Verses 1-2) 


The unbelievers in Makkah used to ask the Prophet to hasten their punishment in 
this life, or to hasten the punishment God has in store for them in the life to come. As 
time passed with no punishment being inflicted, they urged the Prophet more and 
more to hasten it, demonstrating that they could not care less. They thought that 
Muhammad was warning them against something that would never happen. His 
only aim, as they imagined, was to get them to believe what he said and accept his 
faith. They could not understand God’s wisdom in giving them time. Nor could they 
appreciate His grace. They would not reflect on the signs He has placed everywhere 
in the universe around them. Nor would they reflect on His revelations in the Qur’an 
which address people’s minds and hearts. That is after all a much more effective 
address than punishment and suffering. It is more worthy of man whom God has 
honoured when He gave him a mind, feelings and an independent will to study, 
reflect and make free choices. 


The opening of the surah is very decisive: “God’s judgement is bound to come.” It 
implies that the command has been given, and that God's will has been made. This is 
sufficient for the judgement to come to pass at the time appointed for it by God 
Himself. "So do not seek to hurry it on." God's laws operate in accordance with His 
will. They cannot be hurried, nor can they be postponed to satisfy people's wishes. 
The statement here tells us that God's judgement, to resurrect people or to inflict His 


punishment on those who deserve it, has been made. It will come to pass at the time 
God has determined. There will be no hurrying and no delay. 


The decisive nature of this statement is especially effective, even on those who try 
to wear a careless face. Moreover, it expresses the truth. Whatever God wills is 
bound to take place. The fact that He has made a judgement means that it is carried 
out, and that it becomes part of reality. Hence, there is neither an overstatement of 
facts nor a deviation from them. 


Their beliefs, associating partners with God, and all the false concepts that they 
formulate on that basis, are far removed from God’s true nature: “Limitless is He in 
His glory and sublimely exalted above anything people may associate with Him.” (Verse 1) 
Beliefs that ascribe divinity to anyone other than God all lack foundation. They are 
the result of degenerate and disgraceful thinking. 


God, who does not abandon mankind to their erring beliefs and baseless concepts, 
sends down from on high what gives them life and saves them: “He sends down angels 
with this divine inspiration, [bestowed] by His will on such of His servants as He pleases.” 
(Verse 2) This is God’s greatest favour and blessing. He not only sends down water 
from the sky to make the earth quicken and to give physical life, but He also sends 
down the angels with His divine inspiration. The Arabic expression uses the word 
rah, which also means ‘spirit’, for inspiration. This adds connotations of life within 
people’s souls, consciences and feelings, and within society so as to preserve them all 
from corruption. This is the first thing that God sends down to people from on high, 
and it is His most important blessing and bounty. God's purest creation, the angels, 
are sent down to His chosen servants, the prophets, giving them a message that is 
summed up in these words: "Warn [mankind] that there is no deity other than Me: so fear 
Ale." (Verse 2) 


The emphasis here is on God's oneness, which is the central point of the Islamic 
faith. It breathes life into people's souls. It is also the parting point between the way 
which gives life and the way which destroys it. A soul that does not believe in God's 
oneness is lost, confused, pulled in all directions by diverse and contradictory 
concepts and beliefs. It cannot move with its whole being towards a definite goal. 
Use of the term rib in reference to God's message implies all these. Indeed it provides 
a fitting reference to them at the beginning of this surah which speaks of the great 
variety of God’s favours. It is the top of all these blessings, without which all others 
lose their value. Indeed man does not make a proper use or derive proper benefit 
from anything on earth unless his soul comes alive with the great blessing of faith. 


The warning is given a special mention so as to appear to be the central point of 
the message, because the larger part of the surah speaks about the unbelievers who 
deny God's blessing, prohibit what God has made lawful, violate their covenant with 


God and reject faith altogether. This makes the warning more appropriate at the 
outset, coupled with a call to fear God and avoid incurring His displeasure. 


Creation and Compassion 


The surah then begins to outline the aspects of creation that emphasize the oneness 
of the Creator, and the aspects of blessing that confirm that it is God alone who 
bestows them all. These are revealed in groups that follow one another sequentially, 
starting with the creation of the heavens and the earth, and moving to the creation of 
man: “He has created the heavens and the earth in truth; sublimely exalted is He above 
anything people may associate with Him. He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this same 
man is openly contentious.” (Verses 3-4) 


“He has created the heavens and the earth in truth.” (Verse 3) The truth is at the core of 
their creation and their existence. Indeed the truth is an essential element in 
managing their affairs and the affairs of all creation. Nothing is created in vain or idle 
play. Everything derives its existence on the basis of the truth, and leads eventually 
to the truth. “Sublimely exalted is He above anything people may associate with Him.” 
(Verse 3) He is exalted above their pagan beliefs and above any creatures they 
associate with Him. He is indeed the One who has created the heavens and the earth 
and all beings that live in them. No creature is worthy of being His partner. Indeed 
He has no partners. 


“He creates man out of a drop of sperm; yet this same man is openly contentious.” (Verse 
4) The gulf is so huge between the origin and the end, between the worthless sperm 
and the man in open contention. He disputes with his Lord and denies Him. He 
argues about His existence or His oneness. Yet the way the verse runs leaves no gap 
between the point of origin, the drop of sperm, and the grown up man engaged in 
dispute and contention. This shows the contrast to be complete and the gulf too 
wide. Such brevity is intended for enhanced effect. 


Against the expanse of the heavens and the earth man stands out. Therefore, the 
surah mentions some of the creation God has made subservient to man, beginning 
with cattle: “He creates cattle which give you warmth and other benefits; and from them you 
obtain food. And you find beauty in them when you drive them home in the evening and 
when you take them out to pasture in the morning. And they carry your loads to distant 
lands, which you could not otherwise reach without much hardship to yourselves. Your Lord 
is certainly Most Compassionate, Merciful. And [He creates] horses, mules and asses for you 
to ride or put on show. And He creates other things of which you have no knowledge.” 
(Verses 5-8) 


In numerous situations that are similar to the environment where the Qur’an was 
revealed, and in any agricultural set-up, which remains the principal one in the 


whole world, the value of cattle is fully appreciated. Indeed mankind cannot survive 
without cattle. The better known cattle in Arabia at the time were camels, cows, 
sheep and goats. On the other hand, horses, mules and asses were for riding and 
show. They were not meant to be eaten. Indeed there is disagreement among 
scholars on the permissibility of eating the meat of these animals. Imam Abt Hanifah 
relies on this verse which defines the uses of these animals to say that horses may not 
be eaten. The majority of scholars, however, maintain that they are permissible to eat. 
In this they rely on authentic ahadith and on practical sunnah. 


As the Qur'àn refers to this aspect of God's blessings, it refers to the practical 
needs it fulfils in human life. Cattle give warmth as we use their hide, wool and hair. 
These have even further benefits. We also obtain milk and meat from cattle. We are 
reminded that cattle provide food for people and carry their loads when they travel. 
Without cattle, people would until recently have found great difficulty in reaching 
their destination. At the same time we enjoy their beauty, particularly when we drive 
them home in the evening and when we take them to pasture in the morning. Just 
looking at them moving along, strong and full of vigour, gives us pleasure. Rural 
people are better able than town dwellers to appreciate the meanings to which these 
verses refer. 


Horses, mules and asses also meet other human needs. They are used as mounts to 
ride or, they are put on show for their beauty: "And [He creates] horses, mules and asses 
for you to ride or put on show." (Verse 8) Here we encounter a particularly interesting 
point in the Islamic outlook of life, whereby beauty constitutes an important aspect. 
God's blessing does not merely satisfy essential needs, such as food, drink and 
mounts. It also satisfies healthy desires beyond basic needs. Here we find satisfaction 
of the sense that enjoys beauty and seeks pleasure, and also satisfies human feelings 
that are more sublime than animal desires and needs. 


"Your Lord is certainly Most Compassionate, Merciful." (Verse 7) This comment refers 
in particular to the carrying of heavy loads to distant lands which people could not 
reach otherwise without enduring much hardship. Thus the comment directs our 
attention to the great blessings that God has given us by creating cattle, and to the 
great mercy accompanying this blessing. 


"And He creates things of which you have no knowledge." (Verse 8) This sentence 
comments on the creation of cattle, horses, mules and asses and the different uses to 
which they are put and the benefits they provide. Thus it invites people's 
imagination to look beyond their immediate environment and the time in which they 
live. Beyond what exists at a particular location and in a particular time there are 
other forms and types of life. God wants people to expect this so as to broaden their 
vision. He also wants them to accept such other forms of life when they are available. 
They must not refuse to benefit by such new types, saying that they will only use the 
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cattle, horses, mules and asses their fathers used. Similarly, no one should be so rigid 
as to say that since the Qur’an only mentioned these, no other form of transport can 
be used. 


Islam is open minded and flexible. It equips its followers with the ability to use all 
potentials and resources that are available at any time. The Qur’an thus prepares 
people’s minds and hearts to receive whatever God creates and science discovers or 
produces in the future. A proper Islamic conscience is always ready to accept any 
new remarkable addition to God's creation or to scientific discovery. Over the years 
many new means of riding and carrying loads have been added, as well as many 
objects of beauty. None of these were known to people when the Qur'àn was 
revealed. There will be many more which are unknown to us. The Qur'àn prepares 
us to accept these without difficulty by stating that God "creates things of which you 
have no knowledge." (Verse 8) 


Within the context of carriage, riding and travelling to reach certain destinations 
on earth, the surah adds other objectives which we can reach by travelling along 
mental ways. Such is the road to faith, which is a straight way that has no turnings. It 
does not go beyond the defined goal. There are other ways that do not lead to the 
same destination. Now God has undertaken to make the way leading to Him clear 
and well defined. He points it out through the signs He has placed in the universe 
and through His messengers: “It is God alone who points to the right path. Yet many may 
swerve from it. Had He so willed, He would have guided you all aright.” (Verse 9) 


The right path is the straight one which does not bend here or there. It goes 
directly to its destination, allowing for no deviation. A swerving path may lead away 
from the destination, or may go beyond it, without stopping at it. 


“Had He so willed, He would have guided you all aright.” (Verse 9) But it has been His 
will that He creates man with the dual propensity to follow His guidance or to go 
astray, and to let him choose to follow either way. Hence, some people follow the 
right path and some follow swerving ways. Neither type goes beyond God's will 
which has determined to allow man free choice. 


Blessings Galore 


The second group of great signs in God’s creation and His unlimited blessings 
then follow: 


It is He who sends down water from the skies. From it you drink, and with it grow the 
plants on which you pasture your cattle. And with it He causes crops to grow for you, 
and olive trees, and date-palms, and grapes, and all other kinds of fruit. Surely in this 
there is a sign for people who think. (Verses 10-11) 
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Water pours down from the sky in accordance with laws that God has placed in 
nature and set into operation. It is these laws that control the running of such water 
and bring about its outcome in accordance with God’s will. Indeed He initiates every 
movement and determines every result by a special act of will. The water is 
mentioned here as an aspect of God’s grace. “From it you drink.” So it has the quality 
of being suitable for drinking. Its other quality follows: “And with it grow the plants on 
which you pasture your cattle.” (Verse 10) This reference fits in well with the earlier 
mention of cattle. It provides harmony between the pasture and cattle. A reference is 
also made to plants which serve as food for man, including olives, dates and grapes, 
and many other types of fruit. 


“Surely in this there is a sign for people who think.” (Verse 11) There is certainly a sign 
in the way God has designed the universe and set its laws so that they fit human life. 
Man would not have been able to survive on this planet had the laws of nature been 
unsuitable for his nature and life needs. That man is placed on the surface of the 
earth has not come about by blind coincidence. Nor is it a matter of coincidence that 
proportions and relativity between our planet and other planets and stars are as they 
are, or that climatic conditions are so suitable to support human life and satisfy 
man’s needs and desires. 


The people who think are the ones who understand that there is elaborate and 
wise planning in the universe. They relate a natural phenomenon such as rain and its 
effects of initiating life and helping plants and trees to grow and yield their fruit to 
the higher laws of existence and the evidence pointing to the Creator who has no 
partners. They appreciate that everything is part of His planning and under His 
management. The careless see such phenomena every morning and every evening, 
winter and summer, but it stirs nothing in their minds. They do not feel any urge to 
try to identify the One who has designed this unique and remarkable system. 


A third group of signs are then added: “And He has made the night and the day and 
the sun and the moon to be subservient to you; and all the stars are subservient to His 
command. In this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 12) 


Another aspect of the perfect design of creation and the blessings bestowed on 
mankind at the same time is the creation of the night, day, sun, moon and stars. All 
these help to meet our needs on earth. We do not say that they have been created for 
man, but they are made to serve his existence and to benefit him. The phenomenon 
of the succession of day and night has a profound effect on human life. If anyone is in 
doubt, let him imagine a day that is not followed by a night, or a night not followed 
by a day, and reflect what that would mean to the life of human beings, animals and 
plants on earth. 


The same applies to the sun and moon. They have a direct bearing on life on earth, 
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its origin, maintenance and growth. Moreover, “all the stars are subservient to His 
command.” (Verse 12) They serve the interests of man and other beings known only to 
God. All this is, again, part of the wise and elaborate planning that includes 
everything in the universe. The harmony and balance between all universal laws are 
appreciated by people who use their reason and contemplate what lies beyond these 
laws: “In this there are signs for people who use their reason.” (Verse 12) 


Yet another group of blessings that God bestows on mankind is also mentioned: 
“On the earth He has fashioned for you objects of various hues; surely in this there is a sign 
for people who take heed.” (Verse 13) 


What God has created and placed on the earth is fantastic in its nature and 
diversity. We need only to mention the metals that are available in the soil. These 
support the life of whole communities during different periods. It is sufficient to cast 
a glance at these hidden resources to appreciate the great blessing to which the surah 
refers. These are kept for mankind until they have achieved sufficient progress to 
make use of these resources when they are needed. Whenever it is said that a great 
treasure has been exhausted, another is discovered. All this is part of the provision 
God has placed at man’s service. “Surely in this there is a sign for people who take heed.” 
(Verse 13) Such people do not forget that it is God’s able hand that has kept these 
treasures and resources hidden for them until they are able to make use of them. 


We are then alerted to another group of God’s creation which is the sea and its 
animal life. Its water is salty and cannot be used for drinking or irrigation. Yet it 
includes a fantastic range of blessings that God bestows on man: "It is He who has 
made the sea subservient to (His laws), so that you may eat fresh meat from it, and take from 
it gems which you may wear. You see the ships ploughing through the waves, so that you may 
be able to go forth in quest of His bounty, and that you may be grateful.” (Verse 14) 


The sea and its life forms also meet many human needs and satisfy various human 
desires. From it we obtain fresh fish and other species to eat. In it we find pearls and 
corals which we use as ornaments. Some communities continue to use shells as 
personal ornaments or to make artefacts from them. The reference to ships also hints 
at the element of beauty and its satisfaction, not merely the use of shipping for 
transport. “You see the ships ploughing through the waves.” (Verse 14) The expression 
here draws our attention to the beauty we see everywhere in the universe. Such 
beauty stands out just as the object we are contemplating is seen to serve a definite 
purpose and meet a felt need. We only need to appreciate such beauty and not 
confine ourselves to needs that must be satisfied. 


The verses here draw our attention to the fact that we should seek what God has 
given us of provision and bounty, and to our duty of giving thanks to Him for 
having placed food, ornament and beauty for us in the salty sea: “so that you may be 
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able to go forth in quest of His bounty, and that you may be grateful.” (Verse 14) 


The last group of God’s numerous blessings mentioned in this passage refers to 
different aspects of God’s creation: “He has placed firm mountains on earth lest it should 
sway with you; and rivers and paths so that you may find your way, as well as landmarks. By 
the stars, too, are people guided.” (Verses 15-16) 


Modern science gives us several theories which explain the formation of 
mountains, but it does not mention their function to which the Qur’an refers. The 
most important of these contradictory theories is that the surface of the earth shrank 
as it cooled down after its initial burning stage. This then led to the formation of 
valleys, hills and mountains on its surface. Yet the Qur'àn mentions that the 
mountains ensure that the earth remains well balanced. This function is not given 
due attention by scientists. 


In contrast with the firm mountains, our attentions are drawn to the running 
rivers and the roads we follow. There is a direct link between the rivers and the 
mountains in this scene. Many a river starts at a mountain, where rain-water gathers. 
The roads also have a direct link with both mountains and rivers. They provide 
another link to the general atmosphere of movement, cattle, mounts and transport. 
Juxtaposed with the roads are the landmarks which people use to ensure that they 
are following the right way. These include hills, mountains and open spaces, as well 
as the stars which guide travellers on sea and dry land alike. 


False Deities That Create Nothing 


Now that the aspects of creation, blessings and great design have been completed 
in this first passage of the surah, a comment follows to emphasize the point at issue, 
namely the oneness of God who is sublimely exalted above all those beings people 
associate as partners with Him: 


Is He, then, who creates like one that cannot create? Will you not, then, think? Should 
you try to count God's blessings, you will never be able to compute them. God is 
indeed Much Forgiving, Merciful. God knows all that you keep secret and all that you 
bring into the open. Those beings that some people invoke beside God cannot create 
anything; they themselves are created. They are dead, not living, and they do not know 
when they will be raised back to life. (Verses 17-21) 


This comment comes at the most opportune time. We are all ready to accept the 
point it makes: "Is He, then, who creates like one that cannot create?" (Verse 17) Could 
there be more than one answer? No! Of course not! They are not alike. Is it possible 
that a human being can equate God who has created all these with false deities that 
create nothing? "Will you not, then, think? (Verse 17) The point needs no more than a 
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little reflection and the whole case is set to rest. 


The surah mentions a great variety of God's blessings. Now it comments on this, 
saying: “Should you try to count God's blessings, you will never be able to compute them." 
(Verse 18) If people are unable even to compute God's blessings, they are much less 
likely to be able to thank God enough for them. Indeed most blessings remain 
unnoticed by man, because they are too familiar to him. He is thus oblivious to their 
importance. He only notices the importance of a blessing that he has taken for 
granted when it is withdrawn. We need only remember how oblivious we are of the 
importance of different organs and systems in our bodies. We only remember this 
when we are ill, because our organs are not functioning properly. Nevertheless, 
God's forgiveness ensures that man's shortcomings and lack of gratitude are 
overlooked: "God is indeed Much Forgiving, Merciful." (Verse 18) 


The Creator knows full well what He has created, what is apparent of it and what 
is concealed: "God knows all that you keep secret and all that you bring into the open." 
(Verse 19) How can they equate Him with their alleged deities who neither create nor 
have any knowledge. They are indeed dead, having no life whatsoever. Indeed they 
have no feelings: "Those beings that some people invoke beside God cannot create anything; 
they themselves are created. They are dead, not living, and they do not know when they will 
be raised back to life." (Verses 20-21) 


The reference here to the resurrection implies that the Creator must, for certain, 
know its time, because resurrection is complementary to creation. It is then that the 
living receive their reward for what they have done in life. The deities that do not 
know when their worshippers are raised to life are only a mockery. A true Creator 
determines when to resurrect His creation. 
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Divergent Outlooks and 
Attitudes 


Your God is the One God. Those who deny the 
hfe to come have hearts that persist in denying the 
truth. They are full of arrogance. (22) 


God surely knows what they keep secret and all 
that they bring into the open. He does not love 
those who are arrogant. (23) 


Whenever they are asked, What has your Lord 
bestowed from on bigh? they say: Fables of the 
ancients! (24) 


On the Day of Resurrection they shall bear the 
full weight of their burdens, as well as some of the 
burdens of those ignorant ones whom they have led 
astray. Evil as the burden they shall bear. (25) 





3 x d 3 | — 423 us 
CF sa| Cos» Lg 
A Pig SUE 
6 Cos AJI 

Y ^ 


AE 2A g -E 
63 Cos acil 


> = B2 Se 4 A SÉ. 4 
xxx ey SMS nalis] Lod 


& 2 á c z 
ge cdd T AA A AE um 
aE ai oe boa CI lial gs 





Those who lived before them also schemed. But 
God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its 
roof fell in upon them from above, and suffering 
befell them from where they did not perceive. (26) 


Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover 
them with ignominy, and say: Where are those 
alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you 
have engaged in dispute?’ Those who are endowed 
mith knowledge wil say: Ignominy and misery 
shall this day befall the unbehevers, (27) 


those whom the angels have gathered in death 
while they are still wronging themselves.’ These 
will then offer their submission, saying: We bave 
done no wrong! [They will be answered]: Yes, 
indeed. God has full knowledee of all that you 
were doing! (28) 


Enter the gates of hell, where you shal abide. 
Evil indeed is the abode of the arrogant! (29) 


But when the God-fearing are asked: What has 
our Lord revealed?’ they say: ‘All that is good.’ 
For those who do good in this world, good reward 
[is assured]; but far. better is their abode in the 
hereafter. Blessed is the dwelling place of the God- 


fearing. (30) 
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The Gardens of Eden they will enter; through 
which running waters flow. There they shall have 
everything they desire. Thus shall God reward the 
God-fearing; (31) 


those whom the angels gather in death while they 
are in a state of purity, saying: ‘Peace be upon 
ou! Enter paradise by virtue of what you were 
doing fin life]. (S2) 


Aye they [who disbeheve] awaiting anything but 
jor the angels to appear before them, or for your 
Lord's command to come? Those before them did 
the same. It was not God who wronged them, but 
it was they who wronged themselves. (33) 


The evil consequences of their misdeeds overtook 
them, and they were overwhelmed by the very 
thing they used to deride. (34) 


Those who associate partners with God say, 
‘Had God so willed, neither we nor our 
forefathers would have worshipped any other than 
Him, nor would we have declared anything 
forbidden without a commandment from Aum.’ 
Those before them said the same Are the 
messengers bound to do anything other than to 
clearly delwer the message? (35) 
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Indeed, We have raised a messenger in every 
community, [who said to them): Worship God 
and shun the Evil One.’ Among them were some 
whom God graced with His guidance, while 
others were inevitably doomed by their error. Go, 
then, about the earth and observe what was the 
end of those who demed the truth. (30) 


However eager you may be to show them the right 
way, [know that] God does not bestow His 
guidance upon any whom He judges to have gone 
astray. They shall have none to support them. 


(57) 


They most solemnly swear by God that God 
never raises the dead to life. Yes indeed! That is a 
promise to which He has bound Himself even 
though most people do not know it. (38) 


[Thus] He will make clear to them the reality of 
matters over which they differ, and the unbelievers 
will know that they were Lars. (39) 


Whenever We will anything to be, We need only 
say, Be’— and itis. (40) 


AAs for those who forsake their homes for the sake 
of God after having suffered injustice, We shall 
most certainly give them a fine abode in this lye; 

yet better still is their reward in the life to come, if 
they but knew it. (41) 
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[Such reward is granted to] those who, having 
been patient in adversity, place their trust in their 
Lord. (42) 


The messengers We sent before you were but men 
whom We inspired. So, if you have not realized 
this, ask. those who are endowed with knowledge. 
(43) 


[We sent such messengers] with clear proofs and 
divine books, and We have now bestowed on you 
the reminder so that you may elucidate to 
mankind all that has been bestowed on them, 
and that they may take thought. (44) 


Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure that 
God will not cause the earth to swallow them, or 
that suffering will not befall them whence they do 
not perceive? (45) 


Or that He will not suddenly take them to task 
in the midst of their comings and goings; for they 
can never frustrate His design? (46) 


Or that He will seize them when they are alert 
and apprehensive? Surely your Lord is Most 
Compassionate, Most Meraful. (47) 


Do people not see how every objed God has 
created casts its shadow right and left, prostrating 
itself before God in complete submission? (48) 
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For, before God prostrates itself every luing thing mu es ie ee g tere. 
in the heavens and the earth, as do the angels. die ured | on b d$ 


They do not behave in arrogant defiance. (49) 
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Overview 


The first passage of this surah outlined a great many aspects of God's marvellous 
creation and His blessings which He bestows on His servants, and His knowledge of 
what is open and what is secret. The other beings which the unbelievers allege to 
have a share of divinity do not create anything; indeed they themselves are created. 
They are devoid of knowledge, dead and unlikely ever to come to life. They do not 
know when their servants are resurrected in order to face the reckoning. This clearly 
shows that they cannot be deities worthy of worship. Indeed it shows that all beliefs 
based ona multiplicity of deities are false. This was the first issue raised by the surah 
in connection with the question of God’s oneness, with an added reference to the 
question of resurrection. 


The present passage picks up where the last one left off, starting a new round 
which begins with a clear statement of God’s oneness. It makes clear that those who 
do not believe in the Day of Judgement have hearts that are hardened in their denial 
of the truth. Blindness has become an essential characteristic that prevents them from 
admitting the truth to which signs clearly testify. Their arrogance stops them from 
acknowledging what they feel to be the truth and accepting its message. The passage 
concludes with a touching scene in which we see all shadows prostrating themselves, 
together with every living thing in the heavens and earth, as well as the angels, to 
God. These are free of arrogance. They fear God and obey His command without 
dissent. This scene of complete obedience contrasts with that of the hardened 
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unbelievers arrogantly denying the truth at the beginning of the passage. 


In between these two scenes, the surah reports what the arrogant unbelievers say 
about revelations and about the Qur’an. They allege that all this is merely fables of 
the ancients. It also reports their claims about the reasons for their associating 
partners with God, their prohibition of what God has made lawful, alleging that God 
wants them to do what is evil and that He accepts it from them. It quotes their 
assertions about resurrection and judgement, as they emphatically swear that God 
does not bring back to life anyone who has died. It answers all their claims, 
portraying them as they face their death, and as they are brought back to life 
disclaiming their false assertions. 


The surah also paints scenes of the fate of earlier communities which denied the 
truth like the unbelievers do. It warns them against being seized by God at any 
moment of the day or night, when they are totally unaware, either moving around on 
earth, or feeling apprehensive, expecting God’s punishment to overwhelm them. In 
this passage the surah also reports what the believers say, and what they expect when 
they are gathered to God, and what awaits them of goodly reward on the Day of 
Judgement. The passage concludes with a scene of total serenity and complete 
obedience demonstrated by all, including shadows, living creatures and angels, in 
heaven and on earth. 


Unbelief Compounded by Arrogance 


Your God is the One God. Those who deny the life to come have hearts that persist in 
denying the truth. They are full of arrogance. God surely knows what they keep secret 
and all that they bring into the open. He does not love those who are arrogant. (Verses 
22-23) 


The surah provides a clear link between believing in God’s oneness and believing 
in the Day of Judgement. Indeed it makes the one evidence for the other, as 
worshipping God alone is closely associated with belief in resurrection and reward. 
It is in the hereafter that God’s wisdom and justice are clearly and fully manifested. 


“Your God is the One God.” All that the surah has outlined of great signs of creation 
and blessing, and also of the signs of His perfect knowledge, lead to this clear truth. 
A truth with manifest effects seen in the harmony and complementarity of the laws 
of nature governing the universe. 


Those who reject this great truth, and do not believe in the hereafter, are not short 
of proof and evidence. The fault lies rather with them and their own hardened 
natures. Their hearts persistently deny the very signs they see. They are arrogant, 
unwilling to accept clear evidence, submit to God, and believe in His Messenger. 
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God who has created them knows this. Indeed He knows what they keep secret 
and what they do and say in the open, and He does not like what He knows of them. 
They are full of arrogance. “He does not love those who are arrogant.” (Verse 23) An 
arrogant nature is unlikely to be convinced or to submit to the truth. It is their 
arrogance that makes them unloved by God. 


Whenever they are asked, "What has your Lord bestowed from on high?’ they say: 
Fables of the ancients!’ On the Day of Resurrection they shall bear the full weight of 
their burdens, as well as some of the burdens of those ignorant ones whom they have 
led astray. Evil is the burden they shall bear. (Verses 24-25) 


Those arrogant people with hardened, unresponsive hearts are asked, ‘What has 
your Lord bestowed from on high?’ (Verse 24) But they do not give the direct and 
normal answer, quoting some verses from the Qur'àn or stating their import without 
distortion to prove their honest reporting even though they may not believe in it. 
They give instead a dishonest answer, saying, ‘Fables of the ancients!’ (Verse 24) A 
fable is defined as ‘a story not founded on fact, a legend or myth.’ Thus do they 
describe the Qur’an which addresses minds and souls, deals with life situations, 
human behaviour, social interactions as well as people’s conditions, past, present and 
future. They only describe it as such because it relates some parts of the history of 
earlier communities. Their denial of the truth thus leads them to bear the burden of 
their own sins, as well as a portion of the burdens of those whom they lead astray, 
preventing them from believing in God and the Qur’an, keeping them unaware of its 
truth and nature. The Qur’an describes these sins as heavy burdens. Indeed, they are 
foul burdens. They weigh heavily on people’s souls like loads weigh heavily on their 
backs. They trouble hearts like burdens trouble the body. Indeed they are worse and 
even more troublesome than physical burdens, heavy as these may be. 


A Wicked Campaign 


Ibn Abi Hatim reports: “The elders of the Quraysh met for consultation. Some of 
them said: ‘Muhammad is a man of fine argument. If he speaks to a man, he soon 
gets hold of him. Therefore, select some of your most honourable people, whose lines 
of ancestry are well known. Let them take their positions at every route into Makkah, 
at one or two day’s distance, so that they turn away anyone who comes to meet 
Muhammad.’ People did just that. If any of them met a man sent by his people to 
find out about Muhammad, he would introduce himself to him, telling him his 
position among his people. He would then offer to tell him about the Prophet, 
saying, ‘He is a liar who has been followed only by slaves and ignorant people, and 
those who are good for nothing. All wise men among his people have taken a clear 
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stand against him.’ This would be enough to turn many people away. It is to this that 
God refers in the verse stating: “Whenever they are asked, ‘What has your Lord bestowed 
from on high?’ they say: Fables of the ancients!’” (Verse 24) 


“On the other hand, if the man sent to find out about the Prophet is one to whom 
God has given insight, he would say: ‘I am certainly a bad intelligence gatherer if, 
having reached so close, I am to return now without meeting this man and listening 
to what he says in order to give my people a true picture of him.’ He would insist on 
going into Makkah, where he would meet the believers and where they would tell 
him that all that Muhammad says is good and fine.” 


This was a well orchestrated propaganda campaign mounted by the Quraysh 
against Islam. A similar campaign is organized in every generation by arrogant 
people who do not wish to submit to the truth despite all the evidence supporting it. 
Indeed the arrogant among the Quraysh were not the first to deny the truth or to 
scheme against it. The surah draws for them a picture of the fate suffered by schemers 
before them, and their destiny in the hereafter. It shows them what they endure from 
the moment their souls part with their bodies until they receive their punishment in 
the life to come. All this is depicted in vivid images, following the inimitable style of 
the Qur’an: 


Those who lived before them also schemed. But God struck their edifice at its 
foundation, and its roof fell in upon them from above, and suffering befell them from 
where they did not perceive. Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover them 
with ignominy, and say: ‘Where are those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom 
you have engaged in dispute?’ Those who are endowed with knowledge will say: 
‘Ignominy and misery shall this day befall the unbelievers, those whom the angels 
have gathered in death while they are still wronging themselves.’ These will then offer 
their submission, saying: ‘We have done no wrong!’ [They will be answered]: ‘Yes, 
indeed. God has full knowledge of all that you were doing! Enter the gates of hell, 
where you shall abide.’ Evil indeed is the abode of the arrogant! (Verses 26-29) 


“Those who lived before them also schemed.” (Verse 26) The surah paints their 
scheming as though it was a building with foundations, corners, ceiling and roof, 
which implies that it was a massive and well designed plot. But nothing can stand up 
to God’s might: “But God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its roof fell in upon 
them from above.” (Verse 26) This paints a picture of total destruction, overtaking them 
from beneath their feet and above their heads. The foundations supporting the 
building collapse, and the roof falls down burying them. “And suffering befell them 
from where they did not perceive.” (Verse 26) Thus the building they very carefully 
constructed to provide them with shelter becomes their burial ground as they are 
overwhelmed from every direction. Little did they think that what they built for 
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shelter would become the instrument of their own destruction. 


The image we have here is one of complete destruction. This is the perfect irony 
directed at those who scheme and plot against God’s message, believing that their 
scheming is too strong and elaborate to ever be foiled. But God’s own scheming is far 
too weighty for them to oppose. This scene is often repeated. The Quraysh were not 
the first to take this stand, nor would they be the last. On the other hand, God’s 
message goes on along its clear way, no matter what the plotters devise. People turn 
around from time to time, and they see that highly effective scene portrayed by the 
Qur'an: “But God struck their edifice at its foundation, and its roof fell in upon them from 
above, and suffering befell them from where they did not perceive.” (Verse 26) 


All this takes place in the present life on earth. But there is something else beyond: 
“Then, on the Day of Resurrection He will cover them with ignominy, and say: ‘Where are 
those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you have engaged in dispute?” (Verse 27) 
This is now a scene of the hereafter, where we see the plotters stand up in shame, 
and when their arrogance and scheming is no longer of any use to them. They stand 
in front of the One to whom all creation and all authority belong. He will rebuke 
them, asking: “Where are those alleged partners of Mine concerning whom you have 
engaged in dispute?” You were keen to dispute with My Messenger and his followers 
who acknowledged My oneness, claiming that your false deities were My partners. 
Where are they now? 


In their shame and humiliation, they will remain silent. On the other hand, those 
endowed with knowledge, angels, messengers and true believers, whom God 
permits to speak, will say plainly and forcefully: “Ignominy and misery shall this day 
befall the unbelievers.” (Verse 27) 


Now they are taken a step backwards, and described at the moment they face 
death. “Ignominy and misery shall this day befall the unbelievers, those whom the angels 
have gathered in death while they are still wronging themselves.” (Verses 27-28) The angels 
are gathering their souls which they themselves have wronged by depriving 
themselves of the light and reassurance of faith. By their own actions they have 
brought about their own ruin, and now they have to suffer punishment in hell. 


The surah paints their position at the moment of their death, when they are still 
close to earth and to all the falsehood they asserted here, and all their evil scheming: 
“These will then offer their submission, saying: ‘We have done no wrong!’” (Verse 28) 
Those who used to revel in their arrogance are now submissive, unable to contend. 
They offer complete submission! But at the same time they lie. This may be an aspect 
of their plotting in this life as they submissively say: “We have done no wrong!” 


Yet the answer comes to them straightaway from God who knows their true 
reality: “Yes, indeed. God has full knowledge of all that you were doing!” (Verse 28) There 
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is no room now for lies or deception. They have to suffer the fate of all arrogant 
peoples who deny the truth: “Enter the gates of hell, where you shall abide. Evil indeed is 
the abode of the arrogant!” (Verse 29) 


A Perfect Contrast 


On the other side stand the God-fearing. Their picture contrasts fully with that of 
the arrogant unbelievers, in origin and destiny: 


But when the God fearing are asked: ‘What has your Lord revealed?’ they say: All that 
is good.’ For those who do good in this world, good reward [is assured]; but far better 
is their abode in the hereafter. Blessed is the dwelling place of the God fearing. The 
Gardens of Eden they will enter; through which running waters flow. There they shall 
have everything they desire. Thus shall God reward the God fearing; those whom the 
angels gather in death while they are in a state of purity, saying: ‘Peace be upon you! 
Enter paradise by virtue of what you were doing [in life.]’ (Verses 30-32) 


The God-fearing realize that the very essence of the divine message and all that 
God has revealed of directives, commandments and laws is good and perfect. Hence 
when they are questioned about what God has revealed from on high, they sum it up 
in a word: “All that is good.” They go on to outline this good that God has revealed, 
according to what they have learnt from God’s revelations: “For those who do good in 
this world, good reward is assured.” (Verse 30) They enjoy a good life and have a good 
position. However, “Far better is their abode in the hereafter.” It is certainly better than 
all there is in this present life. “Blessed is the dwelling place of the God-fearing.” (Verse 
30) More details are now given about this abode of the hereafter, which is shown to 
be a goodly one indeed: “The Gardens of Eden they will enter, through which running 
waters flow.” (Verse 31) In such a place and with such resources they have comforts 
and luxuries in abundance. “There they shall have everything they desire.” (Verse 31) 
They will want for nothing. Every good thing is provided without any limit on what 
God grants them. “Thus shall God reward the God-fearing.” (Verse 31) 


Again the surah takes a step backwards to show the God-fearing believers as they 
are about to die. It is an easy scene, as they are comforted by the angels: “Those whom 
the angels gather in death while they are in a state of purity.” (Verse 32) They are in a 
comfortable, pure condition, looking forward to meeting God, having nothing to 
fear. The angels greet them: “Peace be upon you!” (Verse 32) This is a greeting of 
welcome and reassurance. They follow this by delivering the happiest news of all: 
“Enter paradise by virtue of what you were doing [in life].” (Verse 32) 


At the end of this scene with its two aspects of death and resurrection, the surah 
queries what the idolaters of the Quraysh are waiting for? Are they waiting for the 
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angels to gather their souls, or for God’s command to resurrect them? For this is what 
happens to them on death and then on the day when resurrection takes place by 
God’s command. Yet they have a clear lesson in what happened to earlier 
communities. They have been shown two images delineating what happens to both 
parties: 


Are they [who disbelieve] awaiting anything but for the angels to appear before them, 
or for your Lord’s command to come? Those before them did the same. It was not God 
who wronged them, but it was they who wronged themselves. The evil consequences of 
their misdeeds overtook them, and they were overwhelmed by the very thing they used 
to deride. (Verses 33-34) 


The attitude of human beings is amazing. They see what happened to people of 
earlier generations who followed the same course they follow. But they do not take 
heed. They do not believe that what happened to earlier communities can happen to 
them. They do not realize that the laws of nature operate in accordance with a well 
defined pattern, and that premises lead to their natural conclusions, actions receive 
their just reward, and God's law will not be suspended to appease anyone. 


“It was not God who wronged them, but it was they who wronged themselves.” (Verse 33) 
God has given them the freedom of thought and choice. He has shown them all His 
signs placed in the universe around them and within their own souls, warning them 
against the consequences of their actions. He then left them to choose, and to bear the 
consequences of their own doings in accordance with His laws. Thus He has not 
wronged them in any way. Their fate is a case of action rebounding on the 
perpetrator. 


Indeed God does not inflict too severe a punishment on them. Instead, their own 
misdeeds were severe, and it is these they have to endure the natural consequences 
of: “The evil consequences of their misdeeds overtook them, and they were overwhelmed by 
the very thing they used to deride.” (Verse 34) This verse and similar ones are very 
significant. People are not punished with anything other than the natural 
consequences of their own actions. These are the very things which sink them to a 
degree lower than that of human beings. Hence they are punished with something 
lower than what is fitting for humans. They endure a humiliating abode and painful 
suffering. 


Two Ways for Mankind 


Now the surah reports yet another argument advanced by the unbelievers, to 
explain the reasons for their disbelief. 
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Those who associate partners with God say, Had God so willed, neither we nor our 
forefathers would have worshipped any other than Him, nor would we have declared 
anything forbidden without a commandment from Him.’ Those before them said the 
same. Are the messengers bound to do anything other than to clearly deliver the 
message? Indeed, We have raised a messenger in every community, [who said to 
them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One.” Among them were some whom God 
graced with His guidance, while others were inevitably doomed by their error. Go, 
then, about the earth and observe what was the end of those who denied the truth. 
(Verses 35-36) 


They lay on God's will the blame for all their own and their forefathers’ deviant 
beliefs, their worship of false deities, as also for their misguided concepts leading 
them to prohibit what God had made lawful without any clear authority from Him. 
They allege that none of them would have done anything of the sort, had God willed 
to prevent it. This is a grossly mistaken view of God's will and how it operates. 
Furthermore, it deprives man of the most important quality which God has given 
him in this life. 


God's will is never directed so as to make His servants associate partners with 
Him. Nor is He ever pleased when they prohibit what He has made lawful. This is 
clearly stated in His law contained in His messages to mankind. The messengers 
were only assigned the task of delivering His message, and they were up to the task, 
exerting their best efforts to fulfil it: "We have raised a messenger in every community, 
[who said to them]: ‘Worship God and shun the Evil One." (Verse 36) This is the 
command He issued, outlining what He wishes His servants to do. God Almighty 
does not order His servants to do something which He knows them to be, by nature, 
unable to do, or to do what He has compelled them to avoid. The clear evidence 
proving His displeasure with those who disobey His orders is the punishment which 
He inflicted in former times on those who denied His messages and messengers. 
Hence He draws attention here to the fate of those disobedient communities: “Go, 
then, about the earth and observe what was the end of those who denied the truth." (Verse 36) 


God, the Creator, the Wise, has willed that human beings should have an equal 
propensity either to follow His guidance or to go astray, and that their choice of 
which way to follow should be completely free. He has also given them reason and 
intellect in order to be able to determine which way to choose. He has placed in the 
universe numerous pointers to guidance, and these signs are there for them to see, 
hear, sense and feel wherever they turn at any moment of the night or day, leading 
their minds to the right conclusion. 


Out of His grace, which He gives in abundance, God has not left His servants to 
make their choice only on the basis of their reasoning. He has given in His laws, 
which were outlined by His messengers, a clear and constant standard for people to 
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follow when they need guidance. By using this standard, which is not subject to 
people’s wishes and desires, they are able to determine right and wrong on any 
matter. He did not make His messengers overbearing tyrants who used brute force to 
compel people to believe in Him. These messengers were only carriers of His 
messages, assigned only the task of delivering them. They called on people to 
worship God alone, to steer away from every type of belief that associates partners 
with Him, and to shun submission to any power other than God's: "We have raised a 
messenger in every community, (who said to them]: "Worship God and shun the Evil One." 
(Verse 36) 


Some people respond positively to God's message: "Among them were some whom 
God graced with His guidance." (Verse 36) Another group chose error: "Others were 
inevitably doomed by their error." (Verse 36) Neither party has broken away from God's 
will for He did not compel them to follow one way or the other. Each chose the way 
for himself after having been given sufficient guidance to distinguish between truth 
and error. Such guidance is placed within man himself and is also made available 
everywhere in the universe around him. 


This statement also refutes the false argument advanced by the idolaters and 
repeated by many of those who commit every kind of disobedience of God. Islam is 
very clear on this point. God orders His servants to do only what is right and good, 
and He forbids them only what is evil. He may sometimes choose to inflict clear 
punishments which plainly reflect His displeasure. But this does not mean that He 
intervenes to compel them to go astray and then punishes them for something over 
which they claim to have no choice. This is absolutely false. They are completely free 
to follow the way they choose, and that freedom is given them by God's will. 
Whatever good or evil they do, then, takes place by God's will in this sense only. 


This explains the comment given in the form of an address to the Prophet 
outlining the law determining what people may follow of guidance or error: 
"However eager you may be to show them the right way, [know that] God does not bestow 
His guidance upon any whom He judges to have gone astray. They shall have none to support 
them." (Verse 37) People's acceptance of divine guidance is not the result of the 
Prophet's deliberations and efforts. This is not his task. His mission is only to deliver 
the message God gave him. Guidance and error are subject to God's law which never 
fails, bringing the same results every time. Whoever deserves to remain in error 
according to God's law shall not receive His guidance. That is because of the 
operation of the laws God has set in nature. This is His will which is always done. 
Hence, "they shall have none to support them." Besides, who can support them against 
God? 


The Truth of Resurrection 
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The unbelievers make yet another argument to justify their rejection of the divine 
message. “They most solemnly swear by God that God never raises the dead to life. Yes 
indeed! That is a promise to which He has bound Himself, even though most people do not 
know it. [Thus] He will make clear to them the reality of matters over which they differ, and 
the unbelievers will know that they were liars. Whenever We will anything to be, We need 
only say, ‘Be’ — and it is.” (Verses 38-40) 


The question of resurrection has been the main point of contention among many 
communities ever since God sent His messengers to mankind, commanding them to 
do what is good and forbidding them what is evil, warning them always that they 
are accountable for their deeds before God on the Day of Judgement. 


Yet these people from the Quraysh were ready to solemnly swear that God will 
not raise anyone to life after death. In other words, they acknowledge God’s 
existence but deny that the dead will be brought back to life by Him. They consider 
such resurrection to be impossible after bodies have decomposed, organs separated 
and molecules are scattered everywhere. They overlook the miraculous nature of life 
in the first place. They are oblivious to the nature of God’s power and the fact that it 
cannot be compared with that of human beings or their abilities. They do not realize 
that to bring anything into existence does not trouble God in any way, and does not 
place any burden whatsoever on His power. It is sufficient for Him to decide to bring 
something into existence for that thing to exist. 


Human beings are also oblivious of God’s purpose behind resurrection. The fact is 
that nothing reaches its fullness in this life. People differ on truth and falsehood, 
right and error, good and evil, etc. Their differences and disputes cannot be settled or 
reach the right conclusion in this life on earth. It is a matter of God’s will that some of 
them live long, and that they are not held to account for their deeds during this life. 
Thus, reward and punishment are administered in the hereafter when everything 
reaches its fullness. 


The surah replies to the unbelievers’ assertion that the dead will not be resurrected. 
It dispels people’s doubts with an emphatic assertion: “Yes indeed! That is a promise to 
which He has bound Himself’ (Verse 38) When God makes a promise, then that 
promise is fulfilled without fail. “Even though most people do not know it.” (Verse 38) 
People are rarely aware of the true nature of a promise made by God. 


The whole thing has a definite purpose: “He will make clear to them the reality of 
matters over which they differ, and the unbelievers will know that they were liars.” (Verse 
39) They lie when they allege that their methods are based on true guidance, when 
they accuse God’s messengers of lying, and when they deny the life to come and 
entertain concepts and beliefs that are false and lack basis. Besides, resurrection is so 
easy: “Whenever We will anything to be, We need only say, 'Be' — and it is." (Verse 40) 
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Resurrection is one such easy thing. It will take place once God wills it to. 


In contrast to those who persist in denying the truth, the surah provides a glimpse 
of the true believers who are prepared to abandon their homes and migrate in order 
to lend support to God’s cause. Their only motivation is their faith in God and in the 
hereafter. 


As for those who forsake their homes for the sake of God after having suffered injustice, 
We shall most certainly give them a fine abode in this life; yet better still is their 
reward in the life to come, if they but knew it. [Such reward is granted to] those who, 
having been patient in adversity, place their trust in their Lord. (Verses 41-42) 


These are the people who migrate, leaving their homes, abandoning all property 
and belongings, sacrificing an easy life with their own peoples and communities. 
They seek only God's reward. When they experience tyranny and injustice, they 
leave their homeland in order to live a life of obedience to God. Hence, God promises 
them in return for the loss of their homes something that they will like: “We shall most 
certainly give them a fine abode in this life.” (Verse 41) They will be well compensated 
for their loss: “yet better still is their reward in the life to come,” but people are rarely 
aware of the fact. Such people have important qualities which deserve God’s reward. 
Hence when they persevere in the face of hardship, and they are ‘patient in adversity,” 
their reward is assured. This is because they “place their trust in their Lord.” (Verse 42) 
They associate no partner with Him in belief, reliance and trust. 


The surah reiterates the task of God’s messengers. This comes in the context of 
highlighting the mission of the last Messenger and the revelations bestowed on him 
from on high. This forms a prelude to warnings threatening the unbelievers with 
severe punishment. 


The messengers We sent before you were but men whom We inspired. So, if you have 
not realized this, ask those who are endowed with knowledge. [We sent such 
messengers] with clear proofs and divine books, and We have now bestowed on you the 
reminder so that you may elucidate to mankind all that has been bestowed on them, 
and that they may take thought. (Verses 43-44) 


Those messengers We sent in former times were men too. We did not send angels 
or any other type of creation. They were men chosen for a task: “whom We inspired,” 
just like We inspire you. Their task, like yours, was simply to deliver their message. 
“So... ask those who are endowed with knowledge”, i.e. the people and nations to whom 
messengers were sent in earlier times. Ask them, “if you have not realized this [fact]”, to 
make sure whether those messengers were men or angels or belonged to some other 
type of creation. We certainly sent human messengers “with clear proofs”, and We 
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gave divine books, and, “We have now bestowed on you the reminder that you may 
elucidate to mankind all that has been bestowed on them.” (Verse 44) This applies to those 
who received earlier revelations but who then differed among themselves concerning 
the messages contained in their divine books. The Qur'àn provides a clear judgement 
in their disputes. This also applies to the Prophet's contemporaries, the first 
community to be addressed by the Qur'àn. The Prophet was there to explain it to 
them and to provide practical guidance on how it should be implemented in their 
lives. "And that they may take thought," on the signs God has placed in the universe 
confirming the message of truth, and reflect on the Qur'ànic revelations. Indeed the 
Qur'àn always calls on people to reflect and use their reason. 


Universal Submission to God's Power 


The present passage started with a reference to those who plot and scheme. It now 
concludes with two highly charged emotional touches. The first warns that against 
God's scheme no one is safe at any time of the night or day. The other invites people 
to join the whole universe in extolling God's praises and worshipping Him. Only 
man can refuse to submit to God, while everything around him glorifies and praises 
God: 


Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure that God will not cause the earth to 
swallow them, or that suffering will not befall them whence they do not perceive? — 
Or that He will not suddenly take them to task in the midst of their comings and 
goings; for they can never frustrate His design? — Or that He will seize them when 
they are alert and apprehensive? Surely your Lord is Most Compassionate, Most 
merciful. Do people not see how every object God has created casts its shadow right 
and left, prostrating itself before God in complete submission? For, before God 
prostrates itself every living thing in the heavens and the earth, as do the angels. They 
do not behave in arrogant defiance. They fear their Lord, who is high above them, and 
do as they are bidden. (Verses 45-50) 


It is indeed most amazing that human beings see how God's hand is working yet 
they take no heed. Those of them who scheme continue their plotting, and those who 
thus far have been safe continue to feel secure against a strike that will overwhelm 
them just as happened to other people before them. They entertain no fear that God 
may inflict punishment on them at any moment, whether they are asleep or awake, 
mindful or oblivious of what is going on around them. The surah warns them of the 
impending danger which they may ignore at their peril: “Do those who devise evil 
schemes feel secure that God will not cause the earth to swallow them, or that suffering will 
not befall them whence they do not perceive?” (Verse 45) Or do they feel secure that God 
will not smite them at any time while they travel about on business or pleasure. 
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“They can never frustrate His design.” (Verse 46) They are not immune from His 
punishment wherever they happen to be. Or do they feel safe against a strike which 
“will seize them when they are alert and apprehensive?” (Verse 47) Their expectation of 
danger and alertness to it will not frustrate God’s will. He is just as able to seize them 
when they fully expect danger as He is able to take them unawares. The fact remains 
that God “is Most Compassionate, Most Merciful.” (Verse 47) 


The question has to be asked again: Do those who devise evil schemes feel secure 
against God’s punishment? They are certainly totally oblivious to what is going on 
around them whereby the whole universe, with all its laws and phenomena, delivers 
a message of submission to God and acceptance of His will: “Do people not see how 
every object God has created casts its shadow right and left, prostrating itself before God in 
complete submission? For, before God prostrates itself every living thing in the heavens and 
the earth, as do the angels. They do not behave in arrogant defiance. They fear their Lord, who 
is high above them, and do as they are bidden.” (Verses 48-50) 


The image drawn here is one of shadows extending and retreating, moving and 
standing still. It is highly inspiring, provided that we open our hearts, alert our 
senses and respond to what goes on in the universe around us. The Qur’an expresses 
the notion of submission to God’s laws by prostration. This is indeed the most 
expressive aspect of submission. The surah thus alerts us to the gentle movement of 
shades, for it profoundly influences our feelings. It depicts all creatures, ‘in complete 
submission’. It also adds the angels to this universal grouping. This gives us a 
wonderful image of living creatures, shadows, inanimate objects and angels in a 
position of full submission to God. It depicts their complete devotion and sincere 
worship. None is too proud to refuse to worship Him or to disobey His command. 
Only a group of arrogant human beings jarr the tune in this remarkable 
orchestration. 


Thus this passage, having started with a reference to arrogant unbelievers, 
concludes with isolating such arrogant humans in a scene that comprises the whole 
universe. 
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The One and Only God 


God has said: ‘Do not take [for worship] two 
deities, for He is but one God. Hence, of Me 
alone stand in ane.’ (51) 


His is all that ts in the heavens and the earth, 
and to Him alone submission is always due. 


Will you then fear anyone but God? (52) 


Whatever blessing you have comes from God; and 
whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you 


ary out for help. (53) 


Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you 
than some among you associate partners with 


ther Lord, (54) 


[as if] to show their ingratitude for what We have 
given them. Enjoy, then, your hfe [as you may); 
before long you will come to know [the truth). 
(55) 


They assign a share of the sustenance We provide 
Jor them to what they know nothing of. By God, 
you shall certainly be called to account for your 
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false inventions. (56) 


And they assign daughters to God, who is 
limitless in His glory, whereas for themselves they 
choose what they desire. (57) 


And when any of them is given the happy news of 
the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he ts filled 
with gloom. (58) 


He tries to avoid all people on account of the 
[allegedly] bad news he has received, [debating 
within himself] shall he keep the child despite the 
shame he feels, or shall he bury it in the dust? 
Evil indeed is their judgement. (59) 


To those who do not beheve in the life to come 
applies the attribute of evil whereas to God 
applies the attribute of all that is most sublime, for 
He ts Almughty, Wise. (60) 


If God were to take people to task for their 
wrongdoing, He would not lave a single living 
creature on the face [of the earth]. But He gives 
them respite for a set term. When their time 
arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can 
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they hasten it. (61) 


They attribute to God what they hate (for 
themselves]. And their tongues assert the he that 
theirs is the supreme reward. Without doubt, it is 
the Fire that awaits them, and they will be 
hastened on into it. (62) 


By God, We have sent messengers to various 
communities before your time, but Satan made 
their foul deeds seem fair to them. He ts also their 
patron today. A grievous suffering awaits them. 
(63) 


We have bestowed upon you from on high this 
book. for no other reason than that you may 
make clear to them those issues on which they 
differ, and [to serve] as guidance and grace to 
people who believe. (64) 


And God sends down water from the skies, 
Living life to the earth after it has been lifeless. 
In this there is surely a sign for people who 
Listen. (65) 


In cattle too you have a worthy lesson: We give 
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ou to drink of that [fluid] which is in their 
belhes, produced alongside excretions and blood: 
pure milk, pleasant to those who drink it. (66) 


And from the fruit of the date- palms and vines 
you derive intoxicants and wholesome food. Surely 


in this there is a sign for people who use their 
reason. (67) 


Your Lord has inspired the bee: Take up homes 


in the mountains, in the trees and in structures 


people may put up. (68) 


Then eat of all manner of fiuit, and follow 
humbly the paths your Lord has made smooth for 
you.’ There issues from its inside a drink, of 
different colours, a cure for peopke. Surely in this 
there 1s a sign for people who think. (69) 


It is God who has created you; and in time will 
cause you to che. Some of you are left to the most 
feeble stage of life, so that they no longer know 
what they had previously known. God is indeed 
All Knowing, infinite in His power. (70) 


To some of you God has given more than He has 
given to others. Those who are so favoured are 
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unwilling to share ther provisions with those 
whom their right hands possess, so that they are 
all equal in this respect. Will they, then, deny 
God's favours? (71) 


And God has given you spouses of your own 
kind and has given you, through your spouses, 
children and grandchildren, and provided you 
nith wholesome sustenance. Wil they, then, 
believe in falsehood and deny God's grace and 
blessings? (72) 


Instead of God, they worship something that can 
provide them with no sustenance from the heavens 
or the earth. Never can they have such power. 


(73) 


Do not, then, compare anything with God. 


Indeed, God knows all, whereas you have no 
knowledge. (74) 


God makes this comparison’ between a man 
enslaved, unable to do anything of his own accord, 
and a [fre] man on whom We have bestowed 
goodly favours, and he gives of it both in private 
and in publi. Can these to be equal? All praise 
is to God alone, but most people have no 
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knowledge. (75) 





And God makes another comparison between 
two men, one of whom is dumb and can do g^ Ci dae agh 4. Bacal uae F i 
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to one who enjoins justice and follows a straight aud 
path? (76) Sie x ine UE 
Overview 


This third passage of the surah is again devoted to the major issue of God’s 
oneness. The first three verses make it clear that God is one without partners, and 
that to Him alone the entire universe and all that it contains belong, and that He is 
the One who bestows all bounty and grace. The passage concludes with two 
comparisons between a master who owns and provides, and a slave who is able to 
do nothing of his own accord. Can these two be equal? How is it, then, that God, the 
Master of all and the Provider for all, is assigned equals who have no power and 
provide nothing? How can it be said that He is God and they are gods like Him? 


In this passage a picture is painted of people suffering affliction and turning to 
God alone for help. When their affliction is removed, they associate partners with 
Him. 


The passage also portrays some aspects of the superstitious nature of pagan 
beliefs, in that their followers attribute some of what God has provided for them to 
their false deities, while they themselves do not share with their slaves anything they 
own. They attribute females to God as His daughters while they hate to have 
daughters born to themselves: “When any of them is given the happy news of the birth of a 
girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom.” (Verse 58) Yet at the same time they 
boast that they will have all the good things, and that they will be rewarded 
handsomely for their deeds. All these misconceptions they have inherited from 
earlier communities that held idolatrous beliefs. 
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In this passage the surah portrays a few examples of God’s creation, showing how 
only God is able to produce such things and sustain them. In itself, this constitutes a 
great evidence of God’s control of the whole universe. It is God who sends down 
water from the skies to bring life to the earth after it has been lifeless. It is He who 
produces pure milk from the bellies of cattle, so that people may have a wholesome 
drink. He it is who brings out the fruits of the date-palms and the vines, from which 
people make their intoxicating drinks and derive good sustenance. Through His 
inspiration, the bees take up their homes in hills, trees and in wooden trellises people 
put up, and then produce honey which provides a cure for many ailments. It is God 
also who creates people and then gathers them in death. Some of them He leaves to 
old age, when they forget what they had learnt in life and become naive. He it is who 
provides for some in abundance while He gives less to others. And it is God who 
gives them spouses and enables them to have children and grandchildren. Yet 
despite all these favours, people take to worshipping beside God things that can give 
them no sustenance, and which are themselves powerless, claiming that such things 
are equal to Him. All such fabrications are indeed false. 


All these aspects are within people’s own environment and even within 
themselves. They are directed to them so that they will appreciate God’s power and 
its work in the world around them. The conclusion depicts the two clear examples 
we have already referred to. Thus, the whole passage addresses the human mind and 
conscience, striking powerful notes that are certain to influence any human being. 


All Grace Comes from God 


God has said: Do not take [for worship] two deities, for He is but one God. Hence, of 
Me alone stand in awe. His is all that is in the heavens and the earth, and to Him 
alone submission is always due. Will you then fear anyone but God? Whatever 
blessing you have comes from God; and whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that 
you cry out for help. Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you than some 
among you associate partners with their Lord, [as if] to show their ingratitude for 
what We have given them. Enjoy, then, your life [as you may]; before long you will 
come to know [the truth]. (Verses 51-55) 


God has commanded that people do not worship two deities, for there is only one 
God, without partner or equal. The style here relies on the repetition of numbers for 
emphasis. This is not easily reflected in translation. Arabic, the language of the 
original text of the Qur’an, admits a repetition of the number two to the dual form of 
deity in the first sentence. If we were to give a literal translation, the sentence would 
read: “Do not take for worship two deities in doubles.” Again repetition is employed 
in the next sentence to emphasize God's oneness. This is re-eemphasized in the use of 
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‘alone’ in the last part of the verse: “Of Me alone stand in awe.” There is a sense of 
reiterated warning in this verse. This added emphasis reminds us that the issue in 
question is that of faith. God’s oneness must be a concept of complete and perfect 
clarity in the mind of every believer. 
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God, the only deity, is also the One to whom everything belongs: “His is all that is 
in the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 52) All true faith also belongs to Him: “To Him 
alone submission is always due.” (Verse 52) It is a continuous process, ever since there 
was a faith and people to believe in it. Such belief means submission, and no faith is 
true unless it is based on submission to Him. He alone gives blessings and bestows 
grace: “Whatever blessing you have comes from God.” (Verse 53) It is also ingrained in 
human nature that whenever people experience hardship and difficulty, they turn to 
God, seeking His help. At such times, there is no room for the superstitions of 
idolatry or pagan beliefs. To Him alone people turn with their appeals to remove 
their hardship: “Whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you cry out for help.” (Verse 
53) 


Thus we see that Godhead and dominion in the universe belong to God alone. All 
submission is addressed to Him, and all grace is bestowed by Him, and to Him alone 
everyone should turn in all situations. Human nature is a witness to this. When it 
experiences affliction, harm or hardship, it returns to its purity and turns to God 
alone. Yet despite all this, no sooner does God save people from some type of harm 
that could destroy them than some of them associate partners with Him. This leads 
them to disbelief in God’s guidance and to denying His grace. Such people should 
think clearly about what will happen to them after their brief enjoyment: “Enjoy, then, 
your life [as you may]; before long you will come to know [the truth].” (Verse 55) 


The surah portrays here a picture of a certain type of human being which is found 
across every generation. When harm and affliction strikes, people’s hearts turn to 
God for help. By nature, they know that He is the only One to protect them when no 
one else can. In times of comfort and pleasure, they are preoccupied with enjoyment, 
weakening their relationship with God: “whenever harm befalls you, it is to Him that you 
cry out for help. Yet no sooner does He remove the harm from you than some among you 
associate partners with their Lord.” (Verses 53-54) They deviate from His path, 
following diverse ways which may lead to outright idolatry, or may take the form of 
ascribing divinity to values and situations, even though they may not describe these 
as deities. 


Indeed deviation may be even more extreme so as to prevent people from turning 
to God in times of hardship. Instead they may turn to some other creature, appealing 
to them to save their skins. They may do so under the pretext that such creatures 
enjoy a special position with God, or they may have some other excuse. For example, 
when people appeal to ‘saints’ to cure their illnesses or remove their afflictions. Such 
people are thus even more deviant than the pagan Arabs. 


Common Forms of Paganism 
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“They assign a share of the sustenance We provide for them to what they know nothing of” 
(Verse 56) They thus prohibit themselves some types of cattle, not allowing 
themselves to ride these or to eat their meat, or they allow these animals’ use to men, 
forbidding them to women, as we saw in Surah 6, Cattle. They do this in the name of 
their alleged deities of which they know nothing. They are simply false inventions 
which they inherited from earlier ignorant generations. It is God who gave them this 
bounty, the cattle which they ride and use. Yet they give a portion of these to things 
which are in reality unknown to them. Their false deities did not give them the cattle. 
The cattle were created by God who has made them available to them. He calls on 
people to believe in His oneness, but they stubbornly associate partners with Him. 
The whole situation is full of irony which no human being of sound mind can accept. 


Despite the fact that the faith based on God’s oneness is well established, some 
people continue to assign a portion of the sustenance God provides for them to 
beings or things similar to the idols of ignorant days. Some, for example, set loose a 
calf, which they call, ‘Sayyid Al-Badawi's calf.” The calf is thus sanctified. It is 
allowed to roam freely, eat whatever it will, with no one benefiting from it in any 
way, until it is slaughtered in honour of Sayyid Al-Badawi, a mystic buried in Tanta, 
an Egyptian city. Others pledge sacrificial animals to dead ‘saints’ in the same way as 
the ignorant Arabs used to do when they assigned portions of God's provisions to 
their idols. Such sacrificial animals are forbidden to be pledged in this way, 
forbidden to be eaten when they are slaughtered, even though God's name is 
mentioned at their slaughter, because they have been sanctified to things other than 
God. 


"By God, you shall certainly be called to account for your false inventions." (Verse 56) 
This is stated emphatically, with an oath. It is an invention that destroys the very 
foundation of faith, because it flies in the face of the concept of God's oneness. 


And they assign daughters to God, who is limitless in His glory, whereas for 
themselves they choose what they desire. And when any of them is given the happy 
news of the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom. He tries to 
avoid all people on account of the [allegedly] bad news he has received, [debating 
within himself] shall he keep the child despite the shame he feels, or shall he bury it in 
the dust? Evil indeed is their judgement. (Verses 57-59) 


Deviation from the right faith is not limited to beliefs. Indeed when people deviate 
from the essence of faith, their deviation spreads into their social life and its 
traditions. Whether faith is given prominence or kept in the background in any 
society, it continues to be the prime influence on living conditions. The Arabs of the 
days of ignorance, or jahiliyyah, used to claim that God had daughters, i.e. the angels, 
yet they themselves hated that daughters should be born to them. Thus daughters 
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can be assigned to God, while they give themselves the sons they love. 


Such deviation from the right faith led them to bury their daughters alive, or to ill- 
treat or humiliate them. They feared that girls would bring them shame, if they did 
not guard their honour and chastity, or bring them poverty. For girls neither fought 
in war nor earned a living. On the contrary, they could be taken captive in the never 
ending tribal skirmishes, and this brought shame to the whole tribe. Alternatively, 
girls needed to be fed, placing a burden on family resources. The true faith is free of 
all such misconceptions. All sustenance is provided by God for everyone. None will 
take anything more than what is assigned to him or her. Moreover, human beings, 
male and female, are given by God a position of honour. In Islam, a woman is a 
human being, equal to man in status. She is the other half of the human entity, as 
Islam states. 


The surah paints a grim picture of the practices of ignorance: “And when any of them 
is given the happy news of the birth of a girl, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom.” 
(Verse 58) He is sad and angry, trying to suppress his fury, as though the birth of a 
girl is a disaster when she is a gift from God, just like any boy. Man cannot fashion 
the foetus in the womb so as to determine the sex of his child. He cannot breathe life 
into it, or make the fertilized egg a human being. It is sufficient to reflect how life 
grows, by God’s will, from a sperm into a human being, to make the birth of a child, 
of either sex, a joyous occasion. It is a miracle of creation despite the fact that it takes 
place all the time. Why should a man who is given a daughter feel sad and gloomy 
when he himself has no say in any stage of the process of creation. It is all done by 
God, while he himself is only the means to accomplish God’s will. 


It is divine wisdom that has determined that life is started with a couple: a male 
and a female. This means that the woman is as essential to the continuation of life as 
the man, indeed more so, because it is inside the woman that the first stage of life is 
completed. How can a man thus feel sad when given the news of the birth of a 
daughter? Why does he hide away, feeling ashamed, when life cannot continue and 
prosper without both spouses? This is obviously then a case of deviant social 
concepts and traditions. Hence the surah comments: “Evil indeed is their judgement.” 
(Verse 59) 


Here we have a fair example of the role of the Islamic faith in establishing social 
norms and conditions on the right basis. We also appreciate the honourable view of 
women, and indeed of all mankind, that Islam propagates. For it was not only 
women but the whole of humanity who was treated unjustly in Arab pagan society. 
A woman is a human being, and humiliating or insulting her is an insult to mankind 
whom God has honoured. To bury a girl alive, like the Arabs did, is to kill half of 
mankind. It is contrary to the whole purpose of creation which necessitates that 
every living thing, not only human beings, comes from a male and a female. 
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Whenever human society deviates from the true faith, ignorant concepts begin to 
raise their ugly faces. In fact we see the same concepts that prevailed then creeping 
up again today. Many social classes do not welcome the birth of a girl. It is often the 
case that a woman is not treated on an equal footing with a man. She is not offered 
the same care or respect. This is an aspect of paganism the seeds of which were 
planted with the deviation from the true Islamic faith that has affected many 
communities. 


It is amazing that some people criticize, even condemn, Islam and its laws, 
particularly with regard to women, on the basis of what they see in societies that 
have deviated from Islam. They do not trouble themselves to look at the relevant 
Islamic concepts and the fundamental changes they have produced in social 
conditions as well as in people’s minds and feelings. What they should realize when 
they look at the true Islamic viewpoint with regard to women is that this viewpoint 
has not been the product of any practical necessity, human theory or social or 
economic need. It is a viewpoint that is inherent in the Islamic faith which was 
revealed by God who has given mankind a position of honour. This honour applies 
both to man and woman. Both have equal status and both are honoured by God. 


If God Were to Inflict Punishment Now 


By nature, Islam differs with all other creeds and societies in concepts and outlook. 
The difference between the two is as wide as the difference between the unbelievers’ 
characteristics and God’s own attributes. For He is far above all comparison: “To 
those who do not believe in the life to come applies the attribute of evil, whereas to God applies 
the attribute of all that is most sublime, for He is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 60) 


At this point the question of associating partners with God is closely related to 
that of denying the life to come. Both stem from the same sort of deviation. They are 
interlinked in people’s minds, leading to clear influences on the individual, human 
society and life altogether. Whilst the unbelievers are evil, in thought, behaviour, 
beliefs, concepts, and practices, God has the most supreme attributes. He cannot be 
compared with anyone, least of all those unbelievers. He is mighty, setting 
everything in its right place, wise, acting always on the basis of infinite wisdom. 


He certainly can punish people for their wrongdoing. Had He chosen to do so, He 
would have brought everything down over their heads. But in His wisdom, He has 
decided to give them respite, for a definite term: 


If God were to take people to task for their wrongdoing, He would not leave a single 
living creature on the face [of the earth]. But He gives them respite for a set term. 
When their time arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can they hasten it. 
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(Verse 61) 


God has created man and bestowed on him grace and blessings of all types. Man 
is the only creature on earth that spreads corruption, commits injustice, denies his 
Creator, allows tyranny within his own social set up and inflicts harm on other 
species. Yet despite all this, God is merciful to him, gives him one chance after 
another, and never abandons him altogether. His wisdom goes hand in hand with 
His might; His grace with His justice. But human beings are short-sighted, deluded 
by the respite given them. They do not feel how graceful God is to them until His 
justice brings them to account at the end of the term He has appointed for them. But 
“when their time arrives, they cannot delay it by an hour, nor can they hasten it.” (Verse 61) 


What is even more amazing is that those who associate partners with God assign 
to Him what they dislike for themselves, whether daughters or other things. They 
then falsely claim that they will only have what is good in return for what they do 
and allege. The Qur’an states what they shall have, and this differs widely from what 
they claim: “They attribute to God what they hate [for themselves]. And their tongues assert 
the lie that theirs is the supreme reward. Without doubt, it is the Fire that awaits them, and 
they will be hastened on into it.” (Verse 62) 


The translation of this verse here is the nearest one possible. But the original 
Arabic expression, tasifu alsinatuhum al-kadhib, describes their tongues as though they 
are the lie itself, or a reflection of it giving its exact likeness, as we say of a woman 
walking gracefully, ‘she is grace itself.’ Literally, the verse states, ‘their lie of a tongue 
asserts.’ They have been lying for such a very long time that they themselves 
represent a symbol indicating falsehood. 


Their claim that they shall have the supreme reward when they assign to God 
what they hate for themselves is the lie their tongues reflect. Before the verse is 
completed however, the Qur’an places them face to face with the truth, namely, that 
their reward is undoubtedly the Fire. They deserve this because of what they have 
done in their lives: “Without doubt, it is the Fire that awaits them.” (Verse 62) They will 
be sent directly to it: “And they will be hastened on into it.” (Verse 62) 


Those Arabs were not the first community to deviate from the path of the truth, 
nor were they the first to attribute to God what they did not accept for themselves. 
Other communities before them traversed the same deviation and false claims 
against God. Satan made their concepts and actions seem fair to them and they 
accepted his bidding. Thus he became their master. God, then, sent His Messenger to 
save them, show them the truth and judge between them in their disputes over their 
faith. He provided guidance to the believers and delivered a message that is an act of 
grace bestowed on them: 
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By God, We have sent messengers to various communities before your time, but Satan 
made their foul deeds seem fair to them. He is also their patron today. A grievous 
suffering awaits them. We have bestowed upon you from on high this book for no other 
reason than that you may make clear to them those issues on which they differ, and [to 
serve] as guidance and grace to people who believe. (Verses 63-64) 


This means that the purpose of the last message is to judge in the disputes that 
arise between the different peoples who claim to believe in previous messages. The 
original message is based on God’s oneness. Yet doubts and confusion have crept 
into this central concept. All types of distortion of its clarity in any way or form are 
absolutely false. The Qur’an clarifies all this and serves as guidance and grace to 
those whose hearts are willing to receive it. 


Clear Signs to Reflect Upon 


At this point, the surah reviews some of the aspects pointing to God’s oneness in 
what God has created in the universe, and in the qualities and characteristics He has 
given man, as well as in the aspects of grace He has bestowed on him which none but 
God could have provided. In the verse we have just discussed He mentions His book, 
the Qur’an, which is the best aspect of grace God has bestowed on man as it imparts 
life to souls. Now, this is followed by mentioning the water God sends down from 
the sky to give physical life to man and other creatures. “And God sends down water 
from the skies, giving life to the earth after it has been lifeless. In this there is surely a sign for 
people who listen.” (Verse 65) Water is indeed the source of life for every living thing. 
This verse makes it the source of life for the whole earth, implying that this includes 
all that exists on earth. The One who transforms death into life is indeed the One 
who deserves to be God and to whom worship is addressed: “In this there is surely a 
sign for people who listen.” They should indeed reflect on what they hear and listen to 
its message. In fact the Qur’an repeatedly mentions the signs pointing to God and 
His authority, and how He brings life into what is dead. It draws people’s attentions 
to this, because it provides irrefutable proof for anyone who reflects on what he sees 
and hears. 


Another sign is derived from the creation of cattle and their lives: “In cattle too you 
have a worthy lesson: We give you to drink of that [fluid] which is in their bellies, produced 
alongside excretions and blood: pure milk, pleasant to those who drink it.” (Verse 66) How is 
milk produced through the udders of cattle? It is made of what remains in the bellies 
of cattle after they have digested their food and the absorption of the excretions in 
the intestines to transform it into blood. The blood is then circulated to every cell in 
the body, but when it reaches the milk glands or the udder, it becomes milk through 
a fine process set by God. This is indeed an aspect of His fine and inimitable creation. 
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Indeed the whole process that transforms the food intake into blood, and gives 
every cell what it needs of the blood’s ingredients is a highly remarkable process. Yet 
this goes on all the time inside the body, just like the metabolism process. At every 
moment complicated processes of maintenance and destruction take place in this 
unique organism, which continue until the spirit departs from the body. No fair 
minded human being could contemplate such remarkable processes without feeling 
that every atom in his being glorifies the Creator. Even the most complex man-made 
apparatus fades into insignificance when compared to the human constitution or to 
any one of its systems or even its countless cells. 


Indeed beyond the general description of the metabolism processes we find details 
that fill us with wonder. Within this process, the function of a single cell in the 
human body is remarkably wonderful. 


All this has remained a secret until recently. This scientific fact mentioned in this 
surah about how milk is produced alongside excretions and blood was unknown to 
mankind. Indeed no contemporary of the Prophet could have ever imagined it, let 
alone described it so accurately. No self respecting human being could ever argue 
about this. The mention of one such fact is sufficient to prove that the Qur’an is God’s 
revelation. All mankind was at the time totally ignorant of such facts. 


Such pure scientific facts apart, the Qur'àn carries within its own unique 
characteristics irrefutable proofs of its being revealed by God, provided we 
appreciate such characteristics as they truly are. However, one scientific fact like this, 
expressed with such accuracy, refutes all arguments advanced by those who are 
hardened in their rejection of the truth. 


"And from the fruit of the date palms and vines you derive intoxicants and wholesome 
food. Surely in this there is a sign for people who use their reason." (Verse 67) Such fruits 
come out of the life which is produced through the rain pouring down from the sky. 
From them people make wine and other intoxicating drinks, which were not 
forbidden at the time this surah was revealed. People also derive from such fruits 
wholesome food. The way this verse is phrased implies that intoxicants are 
unwholesome, which serves as a preliminary indication of their forthcoming 
prohibition. The verse describes the situation as it was in practice. It does not imply 
that wines and intoxicants were permissible. On the contrary it hints that they will 
soon be forbidden. “Surely in this there is a sign for people who use their reason.” (Verse 
67) People with reason are sure to realize that the provider of all these fruits and 
other provisions is God, the One who deserves to be worshipped. 


The Bee and Its Honey 
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Your Lord has inspired the bee: ‘Take up homes in the mountains, in the trees and in 
structures people may put up. Then eat of all manner of fruit, and follow humbly the 
paths your Lord has made smooth for you. “There issues from its inside a drink of 
different colours, a cure for people. Surely in this there is a sign for people who think. 
(Verses 68-69) 


The bees work on the prompting of their nature which God has given them. It is 
an inspiration that they follow. The work the bees do is so detailed, accurate and well 
planned that the rational mind finds it difficult to contemplate. This applies to the 
building of the hives, the division of the work between the tees, and to their 
production of pure honey. 


The bees take up home, according to their nature, in hills and mountains, in trees 
and in structures people put up for their vines or other plants. God has smoothed 
things for the bees through what He has planted in their nature and through the 
nature of the world around them. The verse states that honey provides a cure for 
people. Although this has already been fully explained by some medical experts, it is 
also true for the simple reason that the Qur'àn states it. This is what every Muslim 
should believe, based on the complete truth embodied in the Qur'àn. This is what the 
Prophet expressed very clearly. 


Al-Bukhari and Muslim relate on the authority of Abü Sa'id al-Khudri that “a man 
came to the Prophet telling him that his brother was suffering from diarrhoea. The 
Prophet told him: “Give him a drink of honey.’ The man did, then he came again and 
said: “Messenger of God, I have given him honey, but his complaint has worsened.’ 
The Prophet said to him: ‘Go and give him a drink of honey.” The man went away 
again before returning the third time to say: ‘Messenger of God, that has only 
aggravated his condition.’ The Prophet said emphatically: ‘God tells the truth and 
your brother's belly tells lies. Go and give him a drink of honey.’ The man did just 
that and his brother took the drink and was cured.” [Related by al-Bukhari and 
Muslim] 


This report is so significant because it demonstrates the Prophet’s complete trust 
in the face of the patient’s seeming deterioration when given honey to drink. But the 
situation ended with a clear confirmation of the truth stated in the Qur’an. A Muslim 
should always have such complete trust in the truth of what the Qur’an says, even 
though reality may appear to contradict it at times. In other words, what is stated in 
the Qur’an is more truthful than apparent reality, which could easily change, giving 
way to a new reality that will confirm the Qur’anic statement. 


We need to reflect a little on the fine harmony in portraying these blessings: the 
sending down of water from the sky, the production of milk alongside excretions and 
blood, the derivation of intoxicants and wholesome food from the fruits of date and 
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vine trees, and the production of honey by bees. All are drinks produced from 
materials that possess totally different shapes and forms. Since the context is that of 
drinks, the only aspect of blessings related to cattle mentioned here is their milk. This 
adds to the harmony of the vocabulary employed in this panoramic scene. In the next 
passage we will see how the surah mentions the hide, wool and hair of cattle, because 
the context then is one of dwellings, homes and places of refuge. Hence the aspects of 
cattle mentioned there are those that fit that scene. This is an essential element of the 
artistic harmony evident in the Qur'àn. 


The Life Cycle 


The surah moves on to touch on something much closer to human beings, because 
it relates to their very being, their life on earth, provisions, spouses, children and 
grandchildren. They are more likely to feel an affinity with this and to respond 
positively to the message it provides: 


It is God who has created you; and in time will cause you to die. Some of you are left 
to the most feeble stage of life, so that they no longer know what they had previously 
known. God is indeed All- Knowing, infinite in His power. To some of you God has 
given more than He has given to others. Those who are so favoured are unwilling to 
share their provisions with those whom their right hands possess, so that they are all 
equal in this respect. Will they, then, deny God’s favours? And God has given you 
spouses of your own kind and has given you, through your spouses, children and 
grandchildren, and provided you with wholesome sustenance. Will they, then, believe 
in falsehood and deny God's grace and blessings? Instead of God, they worship 
something that can provide them with no sustenance from the heavens or the earth. 
Never can they have such power. (Verses 70-73) 


The first aspect points to life and death which affect every human being. It is a 
simple fact that people love life, and when they reflect on this it may well bring 
about an appreciation of God’s power and grace. Similarly, fear for one’s life may 
engender a sense of caution and reliance on God who gives life. Furthermore, the 
image of the elderly, being feeble, forgetting what they have learned and languishing 
in a naive state similar to that of a helpless child may make people reflect on the 
various stages of life and adopt a more humble attitude. They will begin to look at 
man’s strength, knowledge and ability in a different light. The final comment of the 
verse is, “God is indeed All-Knowing, infinite in His power.” (Verse 70) This portrays the 
fact that true, absolute and eternal knowledge belongs to God alone, as does the 
irresistible power which is never weakened by time. All knowledge and power 
people possess are imperfect, partial and Limited by time. 


The second aspect demonstrates what God has provided for people. In this respect 
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people clearly differ with some having more than others. Such differences have their 
reason in accordance with God’s law. Nothing takes place haphazardly. A man may 
have intelligence, knowledge and common sense, but his talent in earning a living 
remains limited. This does not detract from the fact that he may be talented in other 
areas. Another person may appear dull, lacking in knowledge or naive, but he has an 
eye for what brings profit and how to make the best of any financial investment. At a 
casual glance, it seems that affluence has nothing to do with ability, but the fact is 
that it is the fruit of a special type of ability. Moreover, it may be that God gives 
someone in abundance to test that person, and He may test another by giving him 
limited provisions. Whichever test a person has to go through is determined by 
God’s wisdom. 


That people have different means is a well-known phenomenon. This is more 
pronounced in communities where there is much inequity. The surah refers to this 
phenomenon which was clearly apparent in Arabian society, and makes use of it in 
order to dispel those myths that had their roots in the pagan beliefs of the Arabs. 
These have been referred to in an earlier surah. One such myth was their practice of 
allocating to false gods a share of the provisions of agricultural produce God gave 
them. Here the surah identifies that they do not give such provisions to their slaves to 
establish equity. How come, then, they give a portion of what God has granted them 
to false gods? “Will they, then, deny God’s favours?” (Verse 71) Instead of expressing 
their thanks and gratitude to God who has given them these provisions, they 
associate partners with Him. 


The third aspect looks at people, their spouses, children and grandchildren. It 
begins with a statement of the relationship between the two sexes: “God has given you 
spouses of your own kind.” (Verse 72) All belong to the same human race, and the 
female is not an inferior species to be ashamed of when a daughter is born. He also 
“has given you, through your spouses, children and grandchildren.” (Verse 72) Humans 
are mortal, and so they feel that their lives continue through their children and 
grandchildren. Touching upon this aspect is very significant. To this blessing is 
added the provision of sustenance, because of the similarity between the two types of 
blessing: “And [He] provided you with wholesome sustenance.” (Verse 72) The comment 
at the end of the verse takes the form of a rhetorical question: "Will they, then, believe 
in falsehood and deny God's grace and blessings?" (Verse 72) Do they associate false 
partners with Him, in flagrant disobedience of His orders, when He has given them 
all these blessings? He is the Lord of all the world and His Lordship has practical 
manifestations in their lives at all times. 


"Will they, then, believe in falsehood?" (Verse 72) Everything other than God in 
respect -Co beliefs is false. Thus, all their deities and myths are false, having no truth 
in them. They "deny God's grace and blessings," when these are true, having practical 
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effects in their own lives. 


Incomparable Situations 


Instead of God, they worship something that can provide them with no sustenance 
from the heavens or the earth. Never can they have such power. (Verse 73) 


It is indeed amazing that human nature can become so twisted as to allow the 
worship of things that can provide people with nothing. They prefer such things to 
God, the Creator who provides them with all they have and all the blessings they 
enjoy. Yet they go even further, attributing to them similarities with God. Hence the 
commandment: “Do not, then, compare anything with God. Indeed, God knows all, whereas 
you have no knowledge.” (Verse 74) God has no peers, so people must never claim that 
there is anyone equal or similar to Him. 


The surah then gives two examples of a master who can give and provide and a 
disabled slave who earns nothing. These examples are given to bring the eternal 
truth they had overlooked closer to their understanding. That truth is that God has 
no peers and that they must never equate God with anyone in their worship. 
Everyone and everything other than God is created by Him, and all are His servants. 


God makes this comparison between a man enslaved, unable to do anything of his own 
accord, and a [free] man on whom We have bestowed goodly favours, and he gives of it 
both in private and in public. Can these two be equal? All praise is to God alone, but 
most people have no knowledge. And God makes another comparison between two 
men, one of whom is dumb and can do nothing of his own accord. He is a sheer burden 
to his master: wherever he sends him, he accomplishes no good. Can he be considered 
equal to one who enjoins justice and follows a straight path? (Verses 75-76) 


The first example is taken from their own lives. They had slaves who owned 
nothing and who had no power over anything. They would never put the slave who 
has no independent will on the same level as his master who enjoys considerable 
power. How then can they justify their equation of the Master and Owner of all with 
any of His creation, when they all serve Him? 


The second example depicts a dumb, dull and weak person who understands 
nothing and can do no good, and another who is eloquent, able, encouraging 
fairness, hard working for every good cause. No reasonable person would equate the 
two. How is it, then, that dumb idols of stone are equated with God Almighty, who 
enjoins only what is reasonable and guides to the path of truth? 


With these two examples we come to the end of this passage which started with 
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God’s order that people must not worship two deities. It ends with amazement at the 
attitude of those who attribute Godhead to other deities. God has replaced Joseph’s 
trials with his new position of power, and also with the promise of better things to 
come in the life to come. All this reward is for faith, righteousness and perseverance 
in the face of difficulty. 


53 
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Denying the Undeniable 


To God belongs the hidden secrets of the heavens 
and the earth. The advent of the Last Hour will 
be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer 
still. God has power over all things. (TT) 


God has brought you forth from your mothers’ 
wombs devoid of all knowledge, but He has given 
you hearing, and sight, and minds, so that you 


may be grateful. (78) 


Do they not see the birds and how they are 
enabled fo fly in mid-air? None but God holds 
them aloft. In this there are signs for people who 
will believe. (19) 


And God has made your homes as places of rest, 

and has given you dwellings out of the skins of 
animals, which are easy for you to handle when 

you travel and when you camp. Out of their wool, 

fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and 
articles of convenience for temporary use. (80) 
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And God has made for you, out of the many 
things He has created, shelter and shade, and has 
given you places of refuge in the mountains, and 
has furnished you with garments to protect you 
from the heat and other garments to protect you 
fiom your [mutual] violence. Thus does He 
perfect His favours to you, sod that you may 
submut to Fim. (81) 


But of they turn away (from you, remember that] 
_your only duty is to delver [your message] clearly. 
(82) 


They are certainly aware of God's favours, but 
they nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. 
Most of them are unbelievers. (83) 


One day We will raise up a witness from every 
community, but then the unbelievers will not be 
allowed to make pleas, nor will they be allowed to 
make amends, (84) 


And when the wrongdoers actually see the 
suffering that awaits them), it will in no way be 
mitigated for them, nor will they be granted 
respite. (85) 


And when those who associate partners with God 
will see their [alleged] partners, they will say: Our 
Lord, these are our partners whom we used to 
invoke instead of You.’ But they will throw their 
nord back at them, saying; You are indeed 
hars.’ (86) 


On that day, they shall proffer submission to 
God; and all ther inventions will have forsaken 
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them. (87) 


Upon those who disbelieve and debar others from 
the path of God We will heap suffering upon 
suffering in punishment for all the corruption they 
wrought. (88) 


One day We will raise up within every nation a 
witness from among themselves to testify against 
them. And We will bring you, [Prophet] as a 
witness against these [i.e your people. We have 
bestowed from on high upon you the book to 
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make everything car, and to provide guidance 
and grace, and to give good news to those who 
submut themselves to God. (89) 








Overview 


In this passage the surah continues its discussion of the aspects confirming the 
truth of God’s oneness, such as the great variety of creation, the perfection of God’s 
blessings and His absolute knowledge of all things. However, in this passage, 
prominence is given to the question of resurrection. The Last Hours which is a 
Qur’anic expression denoting the gathering and reckoning on the Day of Judgement, 
is one of the secrets which God keeps to Himself. The passage refers to the different 
hidden secrets of God’s creation in the heavens and the earth, in human beings and 
across the wide universe. One of these relates to the Last Hour, whose timing is 
known to God alone. He controls it with ease: “The advent of the Last Hour will be 
accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still.” (Verse 77) Another secret relates to 
what is created in the wombs of females. It is God alone who lets the foetus come out 
of the womb, with no knowledge whatsoever of the world it comes into. It is He also 
who gives human beings the blessings of hearing, seeing and thinking. These are 
favours which deserve gratitude. The surah also refers to the birds and how they are 
given the ability to fly. Needless to say, they are held aloft in mid-air by none other 
than God. 


This is followed by a reference to some material blessings given to mankind. These 
are relevant to the aforementioned secrets. They include the blessings of abode, rest, 
shade and shelter in built up homes and temporary dwellings made of animal skin. 
The latter have the advantage of being easy to carry and re-erect when people are on 
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the move. Reference is also made to furniture and other articles made of animal 
wool, fur and hair, and to places of shelter and garments that protect people from the 
heat of the sun and the might of the enemy. God reminds people of His blessings and 
how He has perfected them, so that they may fulfil their duty: “Thus does He perfect 
His favours to you so that you may submit to Him.” (Verse 81) 


This is followed by details relating to resurrection, juxtaposed against pagans and 
the idols they worship. God’s messengers bear witness against such unbelievers, 
while the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) is witness against his own 
people. 


In the Twinkling of an Eye 


To God belongs the hidden secrets of the heavens and the earth. The advent of the Last 
Hour will be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still. God has power over 
all things. (Verse 77) 


Resurrection is an essential question of faith that has attracted much controversy 
in all periods and communities. Every one of God’s messengers had to deal with it. 
Yet it is part of the realm of what is known to God alone: “To God belongs the hidden 
secrets of the heavens and the earth.” People stand before the thick curtains of ghayb, or 
God’s hidden knowledge, aware of their inability and inadequacy. They may have 
great knowledge of their world, and may be able to discover much of the treasures of 
the earth and its resources and potentials, but even the greatest human scientists 
stand helpless when it comes to the knowledge of the immediate and distant future. 
He simply does not know what will happen the next moment, and whether, when he 
has taken the next breath in, he will be able to breathe out. A human being may 
entertain high hopes, stretching in different directions, yet his destiny remains 
behind the curtain of God’s own knowledge. He himself has no means of knowing 
when his time will come. Yet it may come the next moment and he will be among the 
dead. It is in fact an aspect of God’s grace bestowed on human beings that they do 
not know anything of what will take place beyond the present moment. Their lack of 
knowledge gives them hope and urges them to continue to work and produce. 
Whatever they manage will be taken over and completed by those who succeed 
them, until every individual of the next generation faces, in his or her turn, their 
destiny. 


The Last Hour is part of the knowledge kept hidden from man. If people knew in 
advance when their time was to come, life would cease to function, or, at least, 
would be seriously disrupted. It would certainly not follow the line set out for it. The 
irony is that people count hours, days, months and years moving all the time 
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towards their pre-destined appointment when they will depart from this life. 


“The advent of the Last Hour will be accomplished in a twinkling of an eye, or closer still.” 
(Verse 77) It is close at hand, but according to a calculation different from that of 
human beings. To bring it on, in full preparation, does not take much time. It is 
merely the twinkling of an eye and it is there, ready for all mankind: “God has power 
over all things." (Verse 77) To resurrect such countless numbers of God's creation, 
gather them all together, reckon their deeds, assign the reward for each of them, is all 
easy for God whose will is accomplished in no time. Whenever He wills something, 
He only says to it, “Be’, and it is instantly accomplished. If this seems difficult, it only 
looks so to the eyes of those who see, measure and count by human standards and 
criteria. Hence they are grossly mistaken. 


To make things easier for people to understand, the Qur’an gives a simple 
example from human life. People can in no way accomplish it themselves, and they 
cannot formulate a clear idea of how it happens. Yet it takes place at every moment 
of the day and night: “God has brought you forth from your mothers’ wombs devoid of all 
knowledge, but He has given you hearing, and sight, and minds, so that you may be grateful.” 
(Verse 78) 


This is something close to us, yet it is so far away. We may see the different stages 
a foetus goes through, but we do not know how these are accomplished, because it is 
part of the secret of life which is known to God alone. The knowledge man claims 
and boasts of, and which he wants to use in order to test the reality of the Last Hour 
and the secrets of God’s hidden knowledge, is something acquired: “God has brought 
you forth from your mothers’ wombs devoid of all knowledge.” (Verse 78) Even the most 
advanced scientist is born devoid of knowledge. Whatever he subsequently learns is 
given to him as a blessing from God, within the limits He has set for mankind, and 
contingent upon what is needed for life on this planet: “He has given you hearing, and 
sight, and minds.” (Verse 78) It should be mentioned here that the Arabic word, 
afidah, rendered in the translation as ‘minds’, originally denotes, ‘hearts’. The 
Qur’an, however, uses it in reference to all human faculties of perception, which are 
generally referred to as constituting the human mind and intellect. The Arabic term 
also includes the power of inspiration, the nature and working of which are 
unknown to us. The Qur’an reminds us here that God has given people all these 
faculties, “so that you may be grateful.” (Verse 78) When we appreciate the value of 
these blessings God has given us and His other blessings, we will certainly be 
grateful to Him. The first step in showing our gratitude is to believe in God, the 
Sovereign, the Supreme, who alone deserves to be worshipped. 


God's Hidden Secrets 
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Among the wonders that testify to God’s limitless power and His control of 
everything in the universe is one that we see every day without giving it much 
thought. This is the ability of birds to fly: “Do they not see the birds and how they are 
enabled to fly in mid-air? None but God holds them aloft. In this there are signs for people 
who will believe.” (Verse 79) Because it is so familiar to us to see birds flying in mid- 
air, we do not pay attention to the fascinating wonder their flying involves. Our 
minds do not give it much thought unless we are fully alerted to it, contemplating it 
with the eye of a talented poet seeking to capture every detail and nuance. The verse 
makes it clear that as the birds fly, “none but God holds them aloft.” He does so through 
His laws of nature, which make the birds able to fly and make the atmosphere 
around us amenable for their flight. It is His laws that keep the birds in mid-air, 
floating safely, without fear that they may fall: “In this there are signs for people who 
will believe.” (Verse 79) 


A believer's heart is one which appreciates the wonders of creation, looks at them 
with awe and expresses his feelings with worship and glorification of God, the 
Creator of all things. Believers who are talented in expressing their thoughts and 
feelings write masterpieces of every type in describing the wonders of God’s 
creation. They also describe their own feelings and how they are touched when they 
look at different creatures. No poet can rival their work if his heart is not kindled by 
the light of faith. 


The surah takes us another step in reviewing some manifestations of God’s power 
and His blessings which He bestows on man. It takes us now into the dwellings of 
the Arabs at the time, looking at their home comforts and furnishings: 


And God has made your homes as places of rest, and has given you dwellings out of 
the skins of animals, which are easy for you to handle when you travel and when you 
camp. Out of their wool, fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and articles of 
convenience for temporary use. And God has made for you, out of the many things He 
has created, shelter and shade, and has given you places of refuge in the mountains 
and has furnished you with garments to protect you from the heat and other garments 
to protect you from your [mutual] violence. Thus does He perfect His favours to you, 
so that you may submit to Him. (Verses 80-81) 


The ease, comfort and reassurance one has at home are certainly a blessing from 
God but it is something best appreciated only by those who are homeless. They are 
mentioned here shortly after speaking about what the Qur’an describes as ghayb, or 
what lies beyond the reach of human perception. In fact, the connotations of home 
comforts are not far removed from those of ghayb, because in both we sense that there 
is a reality that is kept hidden. Hence, a reminder of the comforts we find in our own 
homes should alert us to the value of this great blessing. 
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We may add a word here about the Islamic view of the home in the light of its 
description in the Qur’an as a “place of rest’. This is an expression that is inferior in 
its connotations to the Arabic term used in the Qur’an, namely sakan. Yet it gives us 
an idea that Islam wants one’s habitat to be a place of rest, comfort and reassurance. 
In the home one should feel at ease, safe and secure in one’s environment and with 
those who share it. It is certainly not a place for contention, quarrel and conflict. 


Islam guarantees the safety and sanctity of the home in order to ensure the 
security and peace of those who live in it. None is allowed to enter a home unless he 
first seeks, and obtains, permission to do so. No one forces his way in, without 
justification, armed with the force of authority. No one watches those living inside, 
or spies on them, for any reason, to disturb their peace and undermine their security. 
To do so constitutes a breach of the sanctity which Islam assigns to the home. 


As the atmosphere in this passage is one of homes, shelter and garments, the surah 
refers to some fitting aspects of the creation of animals, thereby providing harmony 
between the two constituents of the scene. It tells people that God “has given you 
dwellings out of the skins of animals, which are easy for you to handle when you travel and 
when you camp. Out of their wool, fur and hair, He has given you furnishings and articles of 
convenience for temporary use.” (Verse 80) We see how the verse highlights what is 
taken from animals to satisfy human needs. With furnishings, the surah mentions, 
‘articles of convenience,’ which in Arabic usage denotes cushions, mattresses and 
blankets. All these are meant to add to people’s comfort and enjoyment. 


In this atmosphere of peace and security the language used in the following verse 
flows easily to speak about shade, places of shelter in the mountains, and the 
garments people use to protect themselves against climatic conditions as also against 
opponents in war. “God has made for you, out of the many things He has created, shelter 
and shade, and has given you places of refuge in the mountains, and has furnished you with 
garments to protect you from the heat and other garments to protect you from your [mutual] 
violence.” (Verse 81) When we have proper shelter, we feel safe, and when we seek 
security in the mountains, we are also able to relax. Again the garments mentioned in 
the surah, providing two types of protection, give us a feeling of comfort and 
protection. All these feelings are akin to that of the comfort of one’s own home. 
Hence, the comment that follows at the end of the verse reminds people of their need 
to submit to God, their Lord: “Thus does He perfect His favours to you, so that you may 
submit to Him.” (Verse 81) Such submission gives us a greater feeling of safety and 
security. 


God reminds people of all this making it clear to them that they should submit to 
their Lord who has created all these. However, people turn away and take no heed. 
They should know that God's Messenger is responsible only for delivering God's 
message to them and he certainly fulfilled his mission. It is up to them whether they 
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deny the truth which stares them in the face: “But if they turn away [from you, 
remember that] your only duty is to deliver [your message] clearly. They are certainly aware 
of God's favours, but they nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. Most of them are 
unbelievers." (Verses 82-83) They are certainly aware of God's favours, but they 
nevertheless refuse to acknowledge them. Most of them are unbelievers. 


A Witness against Every Community 


As the Last Hour when the Day of Judgement arrives is mentioned at the 
beginning of this passage, we are given here an idea of what awaits the unbelievers 
when it comes. 


One day We will raise up a witness from every community, but then the unbelievers 
will not be allowed to make pleas, nor will they be allowed to make amends. And when 
the wrongdoers actually see the suffering [that awaits them], it will in no way be 
mitigated for them, nor will they be granted respite. And when those who associate 
partners with God will see their [alleged] partners, they will say: 'Our Lord, these are 
our partners whom we used to invoke instead of You.’ But they will throw their word 
back at them, saying: ‘You are indeed liars. ‘On that day, they shall proffer submission 
to God; and all their inventions will have forsaken them. Upon those who disbelieve 
and debar others from the path of God We will heap suffering upon suffering in 
punishment for all the corruption they wrought. (Verses 84-88) 


The scene begins with the prophets being called as witnesses, giving their 
accounts of the treatment they received from their peoples when they conveyed 
God’s messages to them. The unbelievers will be standing there, not permitted to 
speak or make any plea or argument. They will not be allowed to make amends in 
order to satisfy their Lord, for it is too late to do so. It is a time for reckoning and the 
determination of fates. “And when the wrongdoers actually see the suffering [that awaits 
them], it will in no way be mitigated for them, nor will they be granted respite.” (Verse 85) 


Their silence however is broken when they see gathered with them those so-called 
‘partners’ which they used to allege to have a share in God’s divinity, and to worship 
them instead of God or alongside Him. They point to them, crying out: “Our Lord, 
these are our partners whom we used to invoke instead of You.” (Verse 86) Their statement 
begins with an acknowledgement of God’s position. They address Him as “Our 
Lord!” What is more is that they no longer describe the false deities they used to 
worship as God’s partners. They refer to them as ‘our partners’. Those very partners 
are frightened by such a description for it constitutes a serious accusation. Hence, 
they refute it, asserting most emphatically that those who worshipped them are liars. 
“But they will throw their word back at them, saying: ‘You are indeed liars.’” (Verse 86) 
They turn to God in full submission. “On that day, they shall proffer submission to God.” 
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(Verse 87) Thus the unbelievers will discover that none of their inventions will be of 
any avail to them in their very difficult situation: “All their inventions will have forsaken 
them.” (Verse 87) 


The scene concludes with an emphatic statement asserting that those who tried 
their best to turn others from the path of faith will have their punishment increased: 
“Upon those who disbelieve and debar others from the path of God We will heap suffering 
upon suffering in punishment for all the corruption they wrought.” (Verse 88) Disbelief in 
God is corruption, and turning others from God's path is also corruption. These 
people are guilty of both offences. Hence it is only right that their punishment should 
be increased. 


This applies to all people and communities. The surah then singles out a special 
situation involving the Prophet with his own people: “One day We will raise up within 
every nation a witness from among themselves to testify against them. And We will bring 
you, [Prophet] as a witness against these [i.e. your people]. We have bestowed from on high 
upon you the book to make everything clear, and to provide guidance and grace, and to give 
good news to those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 89) What a gloomy and 
fraught scene is chosen as the background: that of a pagan people looking on when 
the false deities they used to worship declare that they are liars, and those very 
deities declare their own submission to God, totally disowning their former 
worshippers. 


Against this background, the Prophet's position is clearly stated. He will be the 
witness against his own people. This timely piece of detail adds power to the whole 
scene: “And We will bring you, [Prophet] as a witness against these [i.e. your people].” 
(Verse 89) The verse mentions then that the revelations given to the Prophet “makes 
everything clear,” leaving no excuse for anyone to justify turning away from them. 
The revelation of the Qur’an also provides “guidance and grace and gives good news to 
those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 89) This shows clearly that whoever wishes 
to follow right guidance and receive God's mercy should declare his submission to 
God before the arrival of that awesome and fearful day. For when it comes, no one 
will be given leave to justify his position or to make amends for past deeds. Thus we 
see that the scenes of the Day of Judgement given in the Qur'àn serve a definite 
purpose endorsing the message given in the section where they occur. 
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5 


Absolute Justice 


God enjoins justice, kindness [to all}, and 
generosity to one’s kindred; and He forbids all 
that is shameful, all reprehensible conduct and 
ageression. He admonishes you so that you may 
take heed. (90) 


Fusil your covenant with God whenever you 
make a pledge. Do not break your oaths after 
ou have confirned them, and have made God 
_your surety. God certainly knows all that you do. 
01) 


Be not like ber who untwists the yarn which she 
has firmly spun, using your oaths as a means to 
deceive one another, simply because a particular 
community may be more powerful than another. 
By this, God puts you to the test. On the Day of 
Resurrection He will make clear to you all that 
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on which you now differ. (92) 


Had God so willed, He would have surely made 

ou all oue single community. But He lets g0 
astray him that wills [to go astray] and guides 
aright him that wills [fo be guided]. You shall 
certainly be called to account for all that you do. 
(25) 


Do not use your oaths as a means to deceive one 
another, lest your foot should slp after it has been 
firm, and lest you should be made to suffer the evil 
[consequences] of your having debarred others 
fiom the path of God, with tremendous suffering 
awaiting you. (94) 


Do not barter away- your covenant with God for 
a trifling price. Surely, that which 1s with God is 
jar better for you, of you but knew it. (95) 


Whatever you have is certain to come to an end, 
but that which is with God is everlasting, We will 
certainly grant those who are patient in adversity 
ther reward according to the best that they ever 
did. (96) 


Whoever does righteous deeds, whether man 
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or woman, and is a believer, We shall most 
certainly give a good life. And We shall 
indeed reward these according to the best that 
they ever ha. (97) 


Whenever you read the Quran, seek, refuge with 
God from Satan, the accursed. (98) 


He certainly has no power over those who beheve 
and place their trust in their Lord. (99) 


He has poner only over those who are willing to 
follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in 


God's divinity, (100) 


When We replace one verse by another — and 
God knows best what He reveals — they say: 
‘You are but a fabricator.’ Indeed most of them 
have no knowledge. (101) 


Say: The Holy Spint has brought it down from 
your Lord in truth, so as to strengthen the 
believers, and to provide guidance and good news 
to those who surrender themselves to God. (102) 


We know full well that they say: Tt is but a man 
that teaches him [all] this.’ But the man to whom 
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they so matiaously allude speaks a foreign tongue, 
while this is Arabic speech, pure and ckar. (103) 


Those who do not beheve in God's revelations 
shall not be granted guidance by God. Grievous 
suffering awaits them. (104) 


It is only those who do not believe in God's 
revelations that invent falsehood. It as they indeed 
who are liars. (105) 


As for anyone who denies God after having 
accepted the faith — and this certainly does not 
apply to one who does it under duress; while his 
heart remains true to his faith, but applies to him 
who willingly opens his heart to unbelief — upon 
all such falls God's wrath, and theirs will be a 
tremendous suffering. (106) 


This is because they love the lye of this world 
better than the lye to come. God does not bestow 
His guidance on those who reject the truth. (107) 


Such are those whose hearts and ears and eyes are 





E 


> 
t a NL B -pa AAR, 
ls Quero Uyeles sa dög 


Ht? Ge A NER A S, UTE 
CAR ga J) ANL (CUM ET 
^ ^ A 
fey BEL A a d e omn 
G) ms lis Ags ay) 7. 
Sam we . ^ ^ 


^2 x 


ud diii P o b S E < 
GA ayali ial Eh xus 


ai eag TA Loh sa je 


3 22 
idi 


æ fais} 
sZ 2 ^ 








66 


sealed by God such are the heedless (108) 


Gi i 


Without doubt, in the lye to come they will be the o? lp ls Coli hy Ww | 
losers. (109) uod . 

Lol lz-5 ld m | gis Ue aay 
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But then, your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those 
who forsake ther homes after enduring trials and 


persecution, and strive hard [in God's cause] and e 3 ee ^2 4 ob ds * 
remain patient in adversity. After all this, your z á 


Lord is certainly Much- Forgiving, Most : s ^ z $i. (Fou 
Merciful. (110) Z E 
C Tak yj 3 
One day every soul will come pleading for itself 


Every soul will be repaid in full for all its actions, 
and none shall be wronged. (111) 








Overview 


The previous passage ended with a verse that included the following statement: 
“We have bestowed from on high upon you the book to make everything clear, and to provide 
guidance and grace, and to give good news to those who submit themselves to God.” (Verse 
89) This new passage begins with a clarification giving some glimpses of what the 
Qur’an contains of clear guidance, grace and the good news it brings. The passage 
also includes orders to maintain justice and to act with kindness, particularly to 
relatives, and to steer away from indecency, evil and transgression, and to remain 
true to one’s pledges and promises. It forbids going back on oaths once they have 
been made. All these are essential practices that we must maintain, as the Qur’an 
impresses upon us. 


The passage also states that those who violate pledges or swear solemn oaths to 
deceive others will endure tremendous suffering. It also brings good news for those 
who persevere in the face of adversity. These will certainly be rewarded in 
accordance with their best actions. 


It outlines some of the good manners which must be maintained when reading the 
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Qur'àn, such as seeking refuge with God against Satan, so that he does not come near 
the place where the Qur'àn is being read. It mentions some of the fabrications the 
pagans used to repeat about the Qur'an. Some plainly accused the Prophet of 
inventing it, while others claimed that a foreigner taught it to the Prophet. The 
passage concludes by stating the punishment for those who disbelieve after having 
accepted the faith, and the position of those who are compelled to declare their 
rejection of the faith while their hearts are full of the certainty of its truth. It tells us 
about the reward of those who are subjected to oppression on account of their faith, 
and who strive and fight hard, always remaining patient in adversity. All this serves 
as clarification, guidance, mercy and good news, as the last verse of the previous 
passage mentions. 


An Order Combining All Goodness 


God enjoins justice, kindness [to all], and generosity to one’s kindred; and He forbids 
all that is shameful, all reprehensible conduct and aggression. He admonishes you so 
that you may take heed. (Verse 90) 


This book, the Qur’an, has been revealed in order to bring a nation into existence, 
and to regulate a community; to establish a different world and initiate a new social 
order. It represents a world message for the whole of mankind, which does not allow 
any special allegiance to tribe, nation or race. Faith is the only bond that unites a 
community and a nation. It puts forward the principles that ensure unity within the 
community, security and reassurance for individuals, groups, nations and states, as 
well as complete trust that governs all transactions, pledges and promises. 


It requires that justice should be established and maintained, because justice 
ensures a solid and constant basis for all transactions and deals between individuals 
and communities; a basis subject to no prejudice, preference or favouritism; a basis 
influenced by no family relationship, wealth or strength; a basis that ensures equal 
treatment for all and subjects all to the same standards and laws. 


Along with justice, the Qur’an urges kindness, which relaxes the strictness of 
absolute justice. It lays the door open for anyone who wishes to win the heart of an 
opponent to forgo part of what is rightfully his. This means that the chance is 
available to all to go beyond strict justice, which is both a right and a duty, to show 
kindness in order to allow wounds to heal or to win favour. 


Kindness has an even broader sense. Every good action is a kindness. The 
command enjoining kindness includes every type of action and transaction. It thus 
covers every aspect of life, including a person’s relationship with his Lord, family, 
community and with the rest of mankind. 
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Perhaps we should add here that some commentators on the Qur'àn say that 
‘justice’ is the obligatory part, while ‘kindness’ is voluntary, but highly encouraged, 
particularly in so far as matters of worship are concerned. They say that this verse is 
part of the revelations received by the Prophet in Makkah, when the legal provisions 
had not as yet been outlined. But the way the verse is phrased uses both justice and 
kindness in their broadest sense. Moreover, from a purely ethical point of view, both 
are generally applicable principles, not mere legal provisions. 


One aspect of kindness is “generosity to one’s kindred’, but it is specially 
highlighted here in order to emphasize its importance. From the Islamic point of 
view, this is not based on narrow family loyalty, but on the Islamic principle of 
common solidarity which moves from the smaller, local circle to the larger, social 
context. The principle is central to the implementation of the Islamic social system. 


The verse proceeds to outline three prohibitions in contrast to the three orders 
with which it begins, stating that God “forbids all that is shameful, all reprehensible 
conduct and aggression.” (Verse 90) Under shameful conduct everything that goes 
beyond the limits of propriety is included, but the term is often used to denote 
dishonourable assault and indecency. Thus it combines both aggression and 
transgression. Hence it has become synonymous with shamefulness. 


"Reprehensible conduct’ refers to any action of which pure, undistorted human 
nature disapproves. Islam also disapproves of any such conduct because it is the 
religion of pure human nature. Human nature can however become distorted, but 
Islamic law remains constant, pointing to what human nature is like before distortion 
creeps in. 


Aggression’ in this context denotes injustice as well as any excess that goes beyond 
what is right and fair. No community can survive when it is based on the spread of 
shameful, reprehensible conduct and aggression. No community can hope to flourish 
if it does not stamp out shameful conduct, reprehensible actions and aggression. 
Hence human nature is bound to rebel against these whenever they are allowed to 
spread in society. 


Human nature will not allow such destructive forces to remain in full play 
without staging a rebellion. This is inevitable even though such forces may be 
exceedingly powerful, functioning under the protection of tyrant rulers. In fact the 
history of humanity is full of such rebellions aiming to purge humanity of such 
parasites, in the same way that the human body mobilizes its defences to expel any 
alien organism. The very fact that human nature rebels against them proves that they 
are alien to proper human life. While God enjoins justice and kindness, He forbids 
shameful, reprehensible conduct and aggression. This is in perfect accord with what 
pure human nature desires. It strengthens human nature and supports its resistance 
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to such alien forces. Hence the final comment in the verse tells us that God 
“admonishes you so that you may take heed.” (Verse 90) The admonition serves to 
awaken human conscience and support an undistorted human nature. 


Using Oaths for Deceit 


Fulfil your covenant with God whenever you make a pledge. Do not break your oaths 
after you have confirmed them, and have made God your surety. God certainly knows 
all that you do. (Verse 91) 


Fulfilment of God’s covenant includes the pledge Muslims give to the Prophet 
(peace be upon him) when they accept the Islamic faith, as well as every pledge or 
promise that involves something permissible or encouraged. The fulfilment of 
promises and pledges ensures that trust is maintained in human. transactions. 
Without such trust human society, and humanity generally, cannot have a solid 
foundation. The verse makes sure that those who make a pledge or a covenant are 
ashamed to break their oaths after having confirmed them, making God the surety 
for their fulfilment, and appealing to Him as their witness. This is followed by an 
implicit warning: “God certainly knows all that you do.” (Verse 91) 


Islam takes a very strict view on the question of fulfilling covenants, allowing no 
breach or violation under any circumstances. This is important because it constitutes 
the basis of trust in any community. Without strict fulfilment of covenants, the whole 
structure of the community collapses. The treatment of this point in the surah does 
not stop at merely stating an order to fulfil all covenants and pledges and a 
prohibition of their violation. It goes further than that, showing the violation of 
covenants in a very bad light. It also dismisses every excuse people make to justify 
their going back on covenants: “Be not like her who untwists the yarn which she has 
firmly spun, using your oaths as a means to deceive one another, simply because a particular 
group may be more powerful than another. By this, God puts you to the test. On the Day of 
Resurrection He will make clear to you all that on which you now differ.” (Verse 92) 


A person who goes back on his pledges is shown like a stupid, imbecile woman 
who has no resolve. She spins her yarn and then breaks it leaving it in loose thread. 
Every little detail given in the example suggests shame and ignominy. The whole 
picture is meant to give a completely repulsive impression. No honourable person 
would compromise himself to look so idiotic as the woman who spends her life 
doing what is of no use and no value whatsoever. 


Some people tried to justify going back on the covenants they had made with the 
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) by saying that he and his companions 
were but a weak group, while the Quraysh enjoyed strength of numbers and 


70 


ALNahl (The Bees) | DENYING THE UNDENIABLE 


position. The surah makes it clear that this is no justification for making their oaths a 
means of deception, showing themselves ready to go back on them whenever it 
suited them: “using your oaths as a means to deceive one another, simply because a 
particular community may be more powerful than another.” This is a clear order not to 
contemplate breaking pledges in order to gain favour with a community that may 
appear to be more powerful. 


The Qur’anic statement includes cases when a breach of a covenant is justified on 
the basis of what we call today, ‘national interests’. A certain country may abrogate a 
treaty it has signed with another, or with a group of countries, only because a 
stronger nation or group of nations happen to be on the other side. “National interest’ 
is used to justify such violation of binding covenants and treaties. Islam does not 
approve of such justification. It makes its firm stand that covenants must be 
honoured; and oaths must never be made in deception. At the same time Islam does 
not approve of any pledge, treaty or covenant that is not based on righteousness and 
God-consciousness. Islam is very clear on this. No pledge or cooperation in injustice, 
transgression, disobedience to God, usurpation of other people’s rights or 
exploitation of other communities and countries is admissible in Islam. Such is the 
foundation on which the Muslim community and the Islamic state were built. Hence, 
security, trust as also sound and healthy relationships on individual and 
international levels were enjoyed by the whole world at the time when Islam 
assumed the leadership. 


This Qur'ànic statement warns against seeking such an excuse. It warns that when 
a situation like the one described in the verse prevails, and one community appears 
to be far more powerful than another, it serves as a trial to Muslims. God wishes to 
test their resolve to honour their covenants so that they may prove their 
unwillingness to break a covenant when they have made God their witness to it. "By 
this, God puts you to the test." (Verse 92) As for differences that may exist between 
nations and communities, these are left to God to resolve on the appointed day: "On 
the Day of Resurrection He will make clear to you all that on which you now differ." (Verse 
92) This statement serves to reassure the Muslim community as it resolves to honour 
its pledges to, and treaties with, communities that do not share its faith. 


Had God so willed, He would have surely made you all one single community. But He 
lets go astray him that wills [to go astray] and guides aright him that wills [to be 
guided]. You shall certainly be called to account for all that you do. (Verse 93) 


It is God's will that people should be created with different aptitudes and 
susceptibilities. He could have created them with the same aptitude, but He has so 
willed that each individual is so unlike any other. He has set into operation rules and 
laws which ensure that people can follow His guidance or choose to go astray. These 


71 


ALNahl (The Bees) | DENYING THE UNDENIABLE 


fulfil His will in relation to mankind. Within these laws, everyone is responsible for 
the actions he or she takes. Bearing this in mind, it follows that differences of faith 
and beliefs cannot be used as an excuse to violate treaties and covenants. These 
differences have their reasons which are subject to God’s will. Covenants are to be 
honoured regardless of differences in faith. 


Do we need to comment on such clean and straightforward dealings, or such 
religious tolerance? The fact is that throughout history, such cleanliness and honest 
dealing were only experienced under Islam, when the Muslim community was truly 
guided by the Qur'an. 


Ideals Made Practical 


The surah places even greater emphasis on the fulfilment of pledges and the 
prohibition of resorting to oaths in order to deceive others, lulling them into a false 
sense of security in order to make transitory gain. It warns that the only result of 
such deception is to weaken the basis of social life and undermine bonds, 
commitments and beliefs. It warns against God’s severe punishment in the hereafter. 
At the same time, it holds the promise of a much better reward which more than 
compensates for any trivial gain they may have had to sacrifice in honouring their 
pledges. It reminds them that what they have in this life is transitory, certain to come 
to an end, while that which God holds is inexhaustible, everlasting. 


Do not use your oaths as a means to deceive one another, lest your foot should slip 
after it has been firm, and lest you should be made to suffer the evil [consequences] of 
your having debarred others from the path of God, with tremendous suffering 
awaiting you. Do not barter away your covenant with God for a trifling price. Surely, 
that which is with God is far better for you, if you but knew it. Whatever you have is 
certain to come to an end, but that which is with God is everlasting. We will certainly 
grant those who are patient in adversity their reward according to the best that they 
ever did. (Verses 94-96) 


When oaths are sworn only to deceive other people, the result is the weakening of 
faith in one’s own conscience and giving to others a distorted image of it. Someone 
who swears in order to deceive others cannot have firm belief, and cannot walk 
firmly along its path. At the same time, he presents a bad image of his professed faith 
to those who trust him only to find themselves deceived. In this way, he sets a very 
bad example of believers, in effect turning others away from God's faith. 


In fact whole communities accepted the faith of Islam when they realized how 
faithful to their trust the Muslims were. The unhesitating fulfilment by the Muslims 
of their promises, their true oaths and clean, straightforward dealings motivated 
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other communities to learn more about Islam and believe in it. Thus the resulting 
gain was far greater than the temporary loss that appeared to be incurred by 
fulfilment of pledges. 


The Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet have left a very strong impression on 
Muslims in relation to their promises and treaties. This has remained the distinctive 
characteristic of their dealings with others both at individual and international levels. 
It is reported that a truce was made between Mu ‘awiyah, the fifth Caliph, and the 
Byzantine Emperor. When the truce was approaching its end, Mu'awiyah marched 
towards Byzantium. He was very close to the border when the truce expired, and he 
began military activity. "Umar ibn "Utbah, a Companion of the Prophet in his army 
said to him: "Mu'àwiyah! God be glorified. Honour your pledges and never violate 
them. I have heard God's Messenger [peace be upon him] saying: "Whoever has a 
treaty with other people must not break his commitment until the term has lapsed.’ 
Mu' àwiyah ordered his army to retreat and marched home.” Examples in history of 
Muslims honouring treaties, even though their immediate interests would have been 
better served by abrogating them, are numerous. 


The Qur'àn was able to make such a distinctly strong impression on Muslims 
through repeated warnings against violation of covenants, promises of reward for 
honouring them, and by making the covenant a bond with God. It shows the benefit 
that may result from such violation of commitment to be paltry, while God rewards 
generously those who are true to their word: "Do not barter away your covenant with 
God for a trifling price. Surely, that which is with God is far better for you, if but knew it." 
(Verse 95) The verse reminds us that what human beings may have is transitory, 
even though it may be all the property of one person. On the other hand, what is 
with God remains for ever: "Whatever you have is certain to come to an end, but that 
which is with God is everlasting." (Verse 96) Thus their determination to fulfil their 
commitments, even though they may be burdensome, is immensely strengthened. 
Those who persevere in the face of difficulty are promised generous reward: “We will 
certainly grant those who are patient in adversity their reward according to the best that they 
ever did” (Verse 96) The promise implies that their failings are overlooked, so that 
their reward takes into account only the best of their actions. 


Equal Reward for Equal Sexes 


The next verse lays down a general rule about action and reward: “Whoever does 
righteous deeds, whether man or woman, and is a believer, We shall most certainly give a 
good life. And We shall indeed reward these according to the best that they ever did." (Verse 
97) The first item in this rule is that the two sexes, male and female, are equal with 
regard to their actions and the reward they receive for them. They enjoy the same 
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relationship with God and the same standing in His regard. Hence, He rewards them 
equally, applying one measure to both of them. Although the term, ‘whoever’, with 
which the verse opens, includes both men and women, the Qur’anic statement 
emphasizes this by stating it very clearly: “Whoever does righteous deeds, whether man or 
woman.” This equality is stressed emphatically in the same surah that gives us an 
image of how Arab jahiliyyah society looked upon women. 


It tells us how society looked down upon women, and the extent of the depression 
a father felt when he was given the news of the birth of a girl, leading him to hide 
away from his friends and acquaintances, because of the shame he felt. 


Another aspect of this general rule is that good action must have a strong 
foundation, which must be faith. Without it, good action cannot be cemented into a 
well built structure. It remains haphazard, and it soon becomes like ashes blown in 
every direction by a strong wind. Faith provides the axis around which all bonds 
turn. It gives good action a motive and an aim. Thus it gives goodness a strong 
foundation so that it is not swayed by fleeting desires. 


The rule also establishes that when good action is coupled with faith, it is 
rewarded by a goodly life in this world. It need not be a life of affluence and riches. It 
may be a goodly life with or without plenty of money. There are many things in life, 
other than money, which provide a goodly feeling and happiness. A strong bond 
with God and a feeling of trust in Him and His abounding grace make life happy 
indeed. Life may also be blessed with good health, a peaceful and blessed living, love 
and compassion. It may have the rejoice generated by good action and its effects on 
oneself and society. Money is only one aspect, and little of it is sufficient when one 
looks up to what is more blessed and longer lasting. 


This general rule also makes clear that a goodly life in this world will not reduce 
in any way one’s good reward in the life to come. Indeed the reward is based on the 
best actions believers do in this world. This implies, as we have stated earlier, that 
God will forgive them their sins. This is indeed the best reward to which human 
beings may aspire. 


Attitude to Qur’anic Recitation 


The surah then speaks about the Qur'àn and the values to be observed when 
reciting it. It also mentions some of the false assertions the unbelievers used to make 
about it. “Whenever you read the Qur’an, seek refuge with God from Satan, the accursed. He 
certainly has no power over those who believe and place their trust in their Lord. He has 
power only over those who are willing to follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in God's 
divinity.” (Verses 98-100) Seeking God’s refuge against Satan prepares the 
atmosphere such that it is more congenial for the recitation of God’s book. It gives a 
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sense of purity that strengthens the reader’s bond with God, so that he is free from 
any other preoccupation, that is with any aspect of the world of evil that Satan 
represents. 


This is all generated by seeking refuge with God from Satan and his schemes. Yet 
it is made clear that Satan “has no power over those who believe and place their trust in 
their Lord.” (Verse 99) Those who appeal to God alone and purge their hearts of any 
loyalty to any other bond are free of Satan’s power. Much as he may whisper to 
them, their bond with God protects them from toeing his line. They may slip and 
commit errors, but they do not submit to Satan. They will always purge their hearts 
of Satan’s influence and turn to God in repentance. “He has power only over those who 
are willing to follow him, and thus ascribe to him a share in God's divinity.” (Verse 1 00) It 
is such people who make Satan their patron, who allow their desires to dictate their 
actions under Satan’s influence that are subject to his power. Indeed some of them 
make Satan their Lord. Indeed some have even worshipped Satan, or a similar deity 
of evil. However, following Satan’s footsteps is a kind of associating him as a partner 
with God. 


The Nature of False Fabrication 


The surah also mentions some of the falsehoods the unbelievers circulated about 
the Qur’an: 


When We replace one verse by another — and God knows best what He reveals — 
they say: “You are but a fabricator.’ Indeed most of them have no knowledge. Say: ‘The 
Holy Spirit has brought it down from your Lord in truth, so as to strengthen the 
believers, and to provide guidance and good news to those who surrender themselves 
to God.’ We know full well that they say: It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.’ 
But the man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is 
Arabic speech, pure and clear. Those who do not believe in God’s revelations shall not 
be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them. It is only those who do 
not believe in God's revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars. 
(Verses 101-105) 


The unbelievers do not understand the role of God’s book and the fact that it has 
been revealed to establish a global human society and create a community to lead it 
along its way. They do not realize that it is the final message to come from on high to 
mankind. They are oblivious of the essential truth that God, who has created man, 
knows best which concepts, principles and legislation are best suited for humanity. 
When He abrogates a verse that has completed its purpose, He puts another in its 
place which is more suitable for the stage the new community has reached, and 
better suited for the long future, the duration of which is known only to Him. This is 
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certainly His prerogative. The verses of this book may be likened to a medicine 
which is given in small doses to a patient until he is cured. Then he is advised to 
resume a normal diet which helps to protect his health. 


But the unbelievers understand nothing of all this. Hence it is not surprising that 
they did not appreciate the purpose behind the abrogation of one verse by another 
and accused the Prophet of being a fabricator when he was indeed the most honest 
and truthful person they had ever known. Hence the verse comments: “Indeed most of 
them have no knowledge.” (Verse 101) 


The surah then states the truth of the revelation of the Qur'an: "Say: The Holy Spirit 
has brought it down from your Lord in truth.” (Verse 102) It could not be a fabrication 
when it was brought down by the Holy Spirit, the Angel Gabriel (peace be upon 
him). He has brought it ‘from your Lord’, not from you, and this is done in truth’, 
which means that no falsehood can ever be attached to it. The purpose of its 
revelation is 'to strengthen the believers, who maintain the bond between God and 
their hearts. These realize that it has come from God to spell out the truth and make 
it clear for all mankind. It has another purpose as well, which is 'to provide guidance 
and good news to those who surrender themselves to God.’ (Verse 102) They are 
strengthened by the fact that they are guided along the right path, as also given the 
happy news of achieving victory and establishing their power. 


We know full well that they say: ‘It is but a man that teaches him [all] this.” But the 
man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this is Arabic 
speech, pure and clear. (Verse 103) 


This was yet another falsehood the unbelievers tried to assert. They claimed that 
the Qur'àn was taught to the Prophet by a man whom they named. We have 
different reports about the particular person they mentioned. One report points to a 
foreign servant attached to one clan or another of the Quraysh who used to sell 
goods near al-Safa. The Prophet might have sat with him and spoke to him at times. 
But the man spoke a foreign language. His knowledge of Arabic was sufficient only 
to conduct necessary business transactions. 


Another report by Ibn Ishàq in his biography of the Prophet suggests that the 
Prophet used to sit at al-.Marwah with a Christian servant named Sabr'ah, although 
some people called him Jabr. He was a slave owned by a man from al-Hadrami clan. 
Ibn Kathir, the historian, and other scholars like '"Ikrimah and Qatadah mention that 
the man's name was Ya'ish. 


Another scholar and historian, al-Tabari, reports on the authority of Ibn “Abbas, 
the Prophet's cousin, that the Prophet used to teach a slave called Bal'àm who spoke 
a foreign language. The unbelievers used to see the Prophet leaving his place. So they 
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came up with their ridiculous fabrication, saying that Bal'am taught the Prophet. 


God answers all these fabrications with a simple, clear statement that ends all 
argument: "The man to whom they so maliciously allude speaks a foreign tongue, while this 
is Arabic speech, pure and clear." (Verse 103) It is difficult to imagine that they were 
serious when they made such ludicrous claims. It was all most likely a part of their 
evil scheming which they knew to be absolutely false. They were fully aware of the 
merits of the Qur'àn and its literary excellence. How could they claim that a man 
speaking a foreign tongue could have taught it to Muhammad. If such a man could 
have produced such a masterpiece, why would he not claim it for himself, without 
teaching it to another? 


Today, with humanity having made such huge advancements, and human talent 
having produced such great books and masterpieces, social orders and legislation, 
anyone who appreciates literature, social systems and legal codes is bound to 
acknowledge that the Qur'an could not have been authored by a human being. 


Even the atheists of Communist Russia who wished to criticize Islam in the 
Conference of Orientalists held in 1954 managed no better than to claim that the 
Qur'àn could not have been the work of one man. It must have been the collective 
work of a large community. Moreover, they claimed, it could not have been written 
totally in Arabia. Some parts of it must have been written in other parts of the world! 
They felt that no individual had the talent to produce this book, and nor had one 
nation the knowledge embodied in it. They could not admit to the force of sound 
logic and attribute the Qur'àn to its true Author, God, the Lord of all the worlds. 
They denied God's existence. How could they acknowledge revelation and 
prophethood? 


This is the view of some specialist scholars in the twentieth century. Compared 
with it, the Makkan unbelievers' claim that a foreign slave who spoke little Arabic 
taught it to Muhammad appears at its most ludicrous. 


The Qur'àn states the reason behind such false assertions: "Those who do not believe 
in God's revelations shall not be granted guidance by God. Grievous suffering awaits them.” 
(Verse 104) Those who refuse to believe in the signs given by God will not be guided 
to the truth concerning this divine revelation. Indeed God does not guide them to the 
truth concerning anything. This is the natural consequence of their unbelief and 
deliberate rejection of the message God's signs impart to them. Hence, “grievous 
suffering awaits them,' after they have been in continuous error. 


The surah then makes it clear that false claims against God could not be made by 
Muhammad, whose honesty was exemplary. Such falsehood could only be asserted 
by people like them refusing to believe in God: “It is only those who do not believe in 
God’s revelations that invent falsehood. It is they indeed who are liars.” (Verse 105) Lying is 
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a cardinal sin which no believer perpetrates. The Prophet himself made it clear that a 
true believer could at times commit some sinful action, but a true believer would 
never deliberately tell a lie. 


Rejecting the Faith after Accepting it 


The surah outlines here the rulings concerning anyone who disavows faith after 
having accepted it: 


As for anyone who denies God after having accepted the faith — and this certainly 
does not apply to one who does it under duress, while his heart remains true to his 
faith, but applies to him who willingly opens his heart to unbelief — upon all such falls 
God’s wrath, and theirs will be a tremendous suffering. This is because they love the 
life of this world better than the lift to come. God does not bestow His guidance on 
those who reject the truth. Such are those whose hearts and ears and eyes are sealed by 
God; such are the heedless. Without doubt, in the lift to come they will be the losers. 
(Verses 106-109) 


The early Muslims in Makkah were subjected to such brutal oppression as could 
only be endured by those who had made up their minds to sacrifice their lives in 
pursuit of a higher destiny in the life to come. Such people endure all the atrocities 
the unbelievers perpetrate against them, rather than revert to pagan faith. 


The surah paints in ghastly colours the crime of the person who reverts to unbelief 
after having known the true faith, declared his acceptance of it and experienced its 
blessings. Such a person only reverts to unbelief because he prefers the comforts and 
pleasures of this world to the happiness of the life to come. Hence such people are 
threatened with God’s wrath and tremendous suffering, in addition to being 
deprived of God’s guidance. They are described as heedless, as having sealed their 
hearts, ears and eyes, and as being certain losers in the life to come. The important 
point here is that faith must never be subject to bargaining or to a balance of profit 
and loss. When a person’s heart and mind submit to faith, they do not admit any 
worldly influence. This world has its values and considerations, while faith has its 
own. The two sets cannot overlap or have anything in common. Faith must not be 
treated in a trifling way. It is not a bargain that you make one day and reverse the 
next. It is far more precious. Hence the crime is painted in such ghastly colours and 
the punishment is seen to be extremely stern. 


The only exception from such condemnation is the one who professes, under utter 
duress, to have rejected the faith only to save himself from certain death, while his 
heart remains full of faith, certain that it is the truth. It is reported that this ruling was 
revealed in connection with “Ammar ibn Yasir. Al-Tabari reports on the authority of 


78 


ALNahl (The Bees) | DENYING THE UNDENIABLE 


Muhammad, ‘Ammiar’s son, that “the unbelievers in Makkah tortured his father, 
“Ammar ibn Yasir, continuously until he gave in to some of their demands. He then 
reported this to the Prophet who asked him: ‘How do you feel deep at heart?’ He 
said: ‘My heart is full of faith, entertaining no doubt whatsoever.’ The Prophet said to 
him: ‘Tf they try again, do likewise.” This was a concession, and it applies to anyone 
in similar circumstances.’1 


Yet many believers refused to satisfy their torturers, preferring to die rather than 
give in, even only verbally, to their demands. This was the stance taken by ~Ammar’s 
own parents. His mother, Sumayyah, was so resolute in her resistance that she was 
stabbed with a spear in her vagina and died a martyr. His father also was tortured to 
death without giving in. Similarly did Bilal, who was singled out for a special 
treatment. The unbelievers laid him down on the burning sands in the summer heat 
of Arabia and put on his chest a large rock and dragged him along, ordering him to 
reject his faith, but he refused and declared: “He is only One God.” He then said to 
them: “Had I known anything that would give you more displeasure, I would have 
said it.” 


Another example is that of Habib ibn Zayd al-Ansari, when Musaylamah, the liar 
who claimed to be a messenger of God asked him: “Do you believe that Muhammad 
is God’s Messenger?” Habib said: “Yes, indeed.” Musaylamah asked him: “Do you 
believe that I, too, am God’s messenger?” Habib said: “I hear nothing.” Musaylamah 
then ordered that Habib be dismembered. He kept asking him and he kept giving the 
same replies until he died under such torture. 


‘Abdullah ibn Hudhafah of the Sahm clan of the Quraysh was a companion of the 
Prophet who was once taken captive by the Byzantines. He was taken to their ruler 
who offered him a share in his kingdom and that he would give him his own 
daughter as a wife if he would embrace Christianity. “Abdullah said: “If you were to 
give me all your kingdom and all the wealth and property of all Arabs in return for 
disowning the faith of Muhammad, (peace be upon him), I would not accept for even 
a blink of an eye.” The Byzantine ruler said: “If you refuse, then I will kill you.” 
“Abdullah said: “Do what you like." The ruler then ordered that he should be 
crucified. Soldiers then shot at him with arrows piercing his legs and arms, but he 
refused to convert to Christianity despite all this. 


The ruler then ordered that he should be brought down from the cross. A large 
pan made of copper was put over a great fire until it was boiling fiercely. Another 
Muslim captive was then thrown into the pan and soon his bones were visible. 
"Abdullàh was then told to convert to Christianity, threatened that he would suffer 


! Abü Ja far Muhammad Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami^ al-Bayán “An Ta’wil Ay al-Qur’an. Dar al-Fikr, Beirut, 
1984, Vol. 8, Part 14, p. 182. 
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the same fate if he did not. He refused, and the ruler ordered that he should be 
thrown into the pan. As he was being lifted, the ruler noticed that his eyes were 
tearful. He ordered that he should be brought down. He then spoke to him only to be 
astonished by ~Abdullah’s explanation of his crying. “Abdullah said: “I only cried 
because I have one soul, and I am subjected to this torture for my faith. I wish I had 
as many souls as the number of hairs on my body and each one of them was 
subjected to the same fate.” 


Another report suggests that the Byzantine ruler then imprisoned ^ Abdullah ibn 
Hudhafah for several days without food or water. He then sent him wine and pork. 
“Abdullah touched nothing of this. He was then taken to the ruler who asked him 
why he did not eat or drink. "Abdullah said: "In my condition, [ie. a case of 
starvation approaching death] it is lawful for me to eat and drink the otherwise 
forbidden things you sent me. But I will not give you the pleasure of feeling that you 
have broken my resolve." The ruler secretly admired "Abdullah for his great 
resistance under pressure. He said to him: "Kiss my head and I will set you free." 
“Abdullah said: “I will do so if you will also set free all the other Muslim captives 
you hold." The ruler agreed and ^ Abdullàh kissed his head. The ruler was true to his 
promise and set them all free. “Abdullah took them all to Madinah and reported 
what happened to the Caliph, "Umar ibn al-Khattab who said: “It is the duty of every 
Muslim to kiss “Abdullah ibn Hudhafah’s head. I will be the first to do so.” He then 
stood up and kissed ~Abdullah’s head. 


This shows that faith is a matter of grave importance. There can be no compromise 
about it. To uphold it may require paying a heavy price. But, to a Muslim, faith is far 
more valuable than any price. It is so also in God’s view. It is a trust honoured only 
by one who is prepared to sacrifice his life for it.? Indeed the life of this world and all 
the comforts it may provide is of little consequence compared with faith. 


But then, your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those who forsake their homes after 
enduring trials and persecution, and strive hard [in God’s cause] and remain patient 
in adversity. After all this, your Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful. 
One day every soul will come pleading for itself. Every soul will be repaid in full for 
all its actions, and none shall be wronged. (Verses 110-111) 


The reference here is to some believers who were among the weaker elements of 
Arabian society. They were subjected to great pressure and had to renounce their 
faith. However, they subsequently migrated and joined the believers when they had 
a chance to do so. They strove hard for the cause of Islam, enduring much hardship 


2 The author himself honoured this trust when he refused to succumb to all the pressure and torture 
he was subjected to. He sacrificed his life when he was executed for no crime other than holding his 
views. This was in the summer of 1966, in the reign of Nasser, the Egyptian dictator. — Editor’s note. 
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along the way. The verse gives them the good news of God’s forgiveness and an 
abundance of His grace: “After all this, your Lord is Much-Forgiving, Most Merciful.” 
(Verse 110) 


This will take place on a day when every soul will be preoccupied with its own 
affairs. It has no time for anyone else. The statement, “every soul will come pleading for 
itself,” gives us a sense of the seriousness of the whole matter. Everyone will be 
trying hard to save themselves from the suffering that awaits the wrongdoers. But 
pleading will be of no avail, for it is the time of reckoning and reward. Hence: “Every 
soul will be repaid in frill for all its actions, and none shall be wronged.” (Verse 111) 
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Advocacy by Example 


God cites the case of a town living in security 
and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 
abundance from all quarters. Yet it was 
ungrateful for God’s favours. Therefore, 
God caused it to experience the misery of 
hunger and fear for what its people used to 
do. (112) 


There had come to them a messenger from 
among themselves, but they denied him. 
Therefore suffering overwhelmed them as 
they were wrongdoers. (113) 


So eat of all the lawful and good things God has 
provided for you, and be grateful to God for His 
javours, if it is truly Him that you worship. 
(114) 


He has forbidden you only carrion, blood, the 

flesh of swine and anything over which any name 
other than God's has been invoked. But if anyone 
as driven to it by necessity, neither desiring it nor 
exceeding his immediate need, then God is Much- 
Forewing, Meraful. (115) 


Do not say — for any false thing you may utter 
with your tongues — that ‘This is lawful and 
this is forbidden’, so as to attribute your hing 
mventions to God. Indeed those who attribute 
ther hing inventions to God will never be 
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successful. (116) 


Brief is their enjoyment [of this life], and grievous 
suffering awaits them [in the lie to come). (117) 


To the Jews We bave made unlawful such things 
as We have mentioned to you earher. We did 
them no wrong, but they were the ones who 
persistently wronged themselves. (118) 


But indeed your Lord [erants forgiveness] to those 
who do evil out of ignorance, and then repent and 
mend their ways. After all this, your Lord is 
certainly Much- Forewing, Mercful. (119) 


In truth Abraham was a model, devoutly 
obedient to God, and true in faith. He was not 
one of those who associated partners with God. 
(120) 


He showed his gratitude for the blessings bestowed 
by Him who had chosen him and guided him to 
a straight path. (121) 


We bestowed on him good in this world; and 
truly, in the he to come he will be among the 
righteous. (122) 


And now We have inspired you with [this 
message): Follow the creed of Abraham, who 
was true in faith, and who was not one of those 
who associated partners nith God.’ (123) 


[The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained 
only to those who differed about him. Y our Lord 
will judge between them on the Day of 
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Tf you should punish, then let your punishment be 


commensurate with the wrong done to you. But to 


endure patiently 1s far better for those who are 
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God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing 
and those who do good. (128) 








Overview 


Earlier in the surah God gave two examples to drive home to people an important 
principle of faith. Now He gives another to portray the situation of Makkah and its 
pagan people who denied the blessings God had bestowed on them. The example 
serves to make clear what destiny awaits them if they persist in their attitude. The 
example highlights the blessings of abundant provisions, peace and security given to 
the city before mentioning the good and wholesome things they prohibit themselves 
on the basis of their pagan myths. In fact God has made these lawful to mankind. He 
has clearly outlined what He has forbidden, and it does not include the matters they 
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prohibit themselves. This is an act of ingratitude to God, giving no thanks to Him for 
His blessings. By adopting this attitude they lay themselves open to God’s severe 
punishment. 


As it outlines the foul things God has forbidden to Muslims, the surah mentions 
the wholesome things God had forbidden to the Jews because of their wrongdoing. 
These were not forbidden to their forefathers at the time of Abraham who was a 
devout servant of God. These were indeed permissible to him and his offspring. 
Some were later forbidden to the Jews as a sort of punishment for their subsequent 
disobedience. Those who then mended their ways could receive God's forgiveness 
and mercy. 


Then God revealed a new message to Muhammad as the final version of His faith. 
Thus all wholesome things were made lawful again. The same applies to the 
restrictions of the Sabbath, the day on which the Jews are forbidden fishing and 
hunting. The Sabbath applies to its own people who disagreed over it. Some of them 
obeyed the orders and refrained from doing what God had forbidden, while others 
transgressed and incurred God’s punishment. They were sent to a depth far below 
that of human beings. 


At this point the surah comes to its close with an order given to God’s Messenger 
to call on people to follow God’s guidance. He should make his call with wisdom 
and goodly admonition, and with argument that is kindly. He is also told to maintain 
the laws of justice, replying to any aggression with similar measure, knowing that 
patience and forbearance are even better. The final outcome is indeed in favour of the 
God-fearing because God is with them, showing them the way to success, supporting 
and taking good care of them. 


An Example to Avoid 


God cites the case of a town living in security and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 
abundance from all quarters. Yet it was ungrateful for God’s favours. Therefore, God 
caused it to experience the misery of hunger and fear for what its people used to do. 
There had come to them a messenger from among themselves, but they denied him. 
Therefore suffering overwhelmed them as they were wrongdoers. (Verses 112-113) 


This case is very similar to that of Makkah where God's sacred house was built. It 
was made a consecrated city where everyone could feel secure. No one was 
threatened, even though he might be guilty of murder. All enjoyed the security of 
being in the neighbourhood of God’s Inviolable House. People all around were 
threatened by all manner of dangers, while the people of Makkah enjoyed peace and 
security. Their provisions came to them easily from all over the world, carried by 
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pilgrims or trade caravans which travelled in peace. Yet they lived in a barren valley 
with no cultivation or vegetation. Nevertheless, ever since the days of Abraham, they 
enjoyed a life of prosperity in addition to their security. 


Then a Messenger came to them: a man from among them whom they knew to 
always tell the truth and to be exemplary in his honesty. They could find nothing 
wrong with his character. It was God who sent him as His Messenger, bringing 
mercy to them and to all mankind, preaching the same faith as that of Abraham, who 
built the Inviolable House of worship which ensured their security and prosperity. 
But they were quick to reject his message, levelling at him all sorts of false 
accusations, and subjecting him and his followers to persecution. 


The example cited here by God is practically identical with their own situation: 
"God cites the case of a town living in security and ease. Its sustenance comes to it in 
abundance from all quarters. Yet it was ungrateful for God's favours." (Verse 112) The 
result of these people's attitude is placed before their very eyes. They denied the 
messenger God sent them, "Therefore, God caused it to experience the misery of hunger 
and fear for what its people used to do." (Verse 112) The inevitable result was that 
"suffering overwhelmed them as they were wrongdoers." (Verse 113) 


The Arabic text brings this image to life by enhancing the effects of the hunger and 
fear, making them a garment to be worn, but then they are also made to 'taste' or 
'experience' these to generate a more profound effect than that of the image of 
contact between skin and garment. The text highlights the response of different 
senses to enhance the effect of experiencing hunger and fear and how this affects the 
unbelievers. The surah does this so that they may take heed and endeavour to spare 
themselves the same destiny which is inevitable if they persist in their wrongdoing. 


In virtue of this example which highlights the blessings and the provisions given 
to them, and by contrast, the risks of restriction and deprivation, they are ordered to 
eat of the good things God has made lawful to them and to show their gratitude to 
Him. This is how to maintain the path of true faith, submitting totally to God alone 
and associating no partners with Him. It is when partners are associated with God 
that wholesome things are made forbidden in the name of such false deities: “So eat of 
all the lawful and good things God has provided for you, and be grateful to God for His 
favours, if it is truly Him that you worship.” (Verse 114) 


The Lawful and the Forbidden 


Now the surah defines what is forbidden, listing the prohibitions in detail. The list 
does not include what the Arabs forbade themselves, giving these special names such 
as bahirah, sa’ibah, wasilah and ham. 
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We note the exclusivity in the way the prohibitions are listed: “He has forbidden you 
only carrion, blood, the flesh of swine and anything over which any name other than God's 
has been invoked.” (Verse 115) These are forbidden either because they are physically 
harmful, as in the case of dead animals, blood and pig meat, or because they are 
outrageous to faith or to mental well-being as when invoking a creature’s name at 
the time of slaughter. “But if anyone is driven to it by necessity, neither desiring it nor 
exceeding his immediate need, then God is Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 115) This 
faith of Islam is made easy, involving no affliction. If someone fears to die or 
becomes ill as a result of hunger and thirst, he may eat something of these forbidden 
items. We mentioned earlier the differences among scholars as to how much one may 
eat in such cases. The important thing is that one must neither transgress the 
principle of prohibition, nor exceed the limits of necessity that override the 
prohibition in order to permit what is normally restricted. 


These are the limits of what God has prohibited or left lawful in relation to food. 
These limits must not be trespassed on the basis of pagan myths. No one can make a 
false claim describing as prohibited what God has permitted. Permissibility and 
prohibition are made by order from God, because they are part of legislation, which 
is the prerogative of God alone. Anyone who claims legislative authority for himself, 
on any basis other than God’s orders, is an inventor of untruth. Those who invent 
anything without God's authority will never prosper: 


Do not say — for any false thing you may utter with your tongues — that ‘This is 
lawful and this is forbidden’, so as to attribute your lying inventions to God. Indeed 
those who attribute their lying inventions to God will never be successful. Brief is 
their enjoyment [of this life], and grievous suffering awaits them [in the life to come]. 
(Verses 116-117) 


This is an express order that they must not describe anything as lawful or 
unlawful without appropriate warrant. When they say that something is lawful and 
another prohibited, without a reliable statement in support, they are stating a naked 
lie, which they falsely attribute to God. The surah makes it clear that those who 
invent falsehood and attribute it to God will have nothing but brief enjoyment in this 
life. Beyond this, they will be made to experience grievous suffering. 


Yet some people have the audacity to enact legislation of their own, relying on no 
valid text to serve as the basis of what they legislate. What is most amazing is that 
they still expect to prosper in this life and in the life to come as well. 


Beyond this, God has made certain prohibitions applicable to the Jews. These were 
stated earlier in Surah 6, Cattle: “To those who followed the Jewish faith did Wye forbid all 
animals that have claws; and Wye forbade them the fat of both oxen and sheep, except that 
which is in their backs and entrails and what is mixed with their bones.” (6: 146) But this 
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was a punishment to the Jews in particular. It does not apply to Muslims. Now this 
surah states: “To the Jews We have made unlawful such things as We have mentioned to you 
earlier. We did them no wrong, but they were the ones who persistently wronged themselves. 
But indeed your Lord [grants forgiveness] to those who do evil out of ignorance, and then 
repent and mend their ways. After all this, your Lord is certainly Much-Forgiving, 
Merciful.” (Verses 118-119) 


The Jews deserved that these wholesome things be made forbidden because of 
their transgression and disobedience of God. It was they who thus wronged 
themselves, while God did them no wrong. However, a person who does wrong in 
ignorance, without persistently disobeying God until his death, and who follows his 
repentance with doing good will surely enjoy God’s forgiveness. God will bestow 
His mercy on him. The statement here is general, so as to include the Jews who 
repented and anyone else who, in future, repents after committing a wrong. This 
applies right to the Day of Judgement. 


The surah then mentions Abraham and states the truth about his faith. His mention 
is relevant to the prohibitions made specially applicable to the Jews. It is also relevant 
to the claims of the pagan Arabs of the Quraysh that they followed Abrahams faith, 
particularly in what they prohibited for themselves, consecrating it to their false 
deities. The sūrah makes it clear that the message of the Prophet Muhammad is 
directly related to Abraham’s faith: 


In truth Abraham was a model, devoutly obedient to God, and true in faith. He was 
not one of those who associated partners with God. He showed his gratitude for the 
blessings bestowed by Him who had chosen him and guided him to a straight path. We 
bestowed on him good in this world; and truly, in the lift to come he will be among the 
righteous. And now We have inspired you with [this message]: ‘Follow the creed of 
Abraham, who was true in faith, and who was not one of those who associated 
partners with God.’ [The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained only to those who 
differed about him. Your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 
with regard to all that on which they dispute. (Verses 120-124) 


The Qur’an describes Abraham as the perfect follower of God's guidance, 
obedient to his Lord, grateful to Him. The Arabic term describing him here, ummah, 
means a ‘nation’ or a ‘leader’. Thus the verse may be taken to mean that Abraham 
was equal to a whole nation in his faith and true obedience. Or it may be understood 
to mean that he was a leader to be followed in all goodly matters. In commentaries 
on the Qur’an, both meanings are mentioned. In fact they are not that far apart. A 
leader who encourages his followers to do what is good leads a whole nation and 
receives his own reward and a reward similar to that given to all those whom he 
guides. This means that he is, in his goodness and reward, like a whole nation. 
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Abraham is also described as being ‘devoutly obedient to God’, always seeking to be 
pure in his devotion, ‘and true in faith’ which means that he always sought the truth 
and abided by it. Since he never associated partners with God, those who do so must 
not claim any relationship with him, because there is no such affinity. 


Abraham also showed his gratitude, by word and deed, for the blessings bestowed by 
Him’. He was totally unlike those pagans who denied God’s blessings verbally and 
showed their ingratitude by deed. They even claimed that what they enjoyed of 
God’s sustenance was given to them by the false deities they associated with Him. 
Hence God chose Abraham and ‘guided him to a straight path.’ This is the path of faith 
based on God's absolute oneness. 


This is the truth about Abraham whom both the Jews and the Arab unbelievers 
claimed to follow. “And now We have inspired you with [this message]: ‘Follow the creed of 
Abraham, who was true in faith, and who was not one of those who associated partners with 
God.’” (Verse 123) This means a re-establishment of the faith based on God’s oneness, 
followed by Abraham and reiterated in the new message revealed to Muhammad. 


The restrictions of the Sabbath apply to the Jews only, who differ on its details. It 
was neither a part of the faith of Abraham nor sanctioned in the faith of Muhammad 
who followed Abraham’s footsteps. “[The observance of] the Sabbath was ordained only 
to those who differed about him.” (Verse 124) Their case is left to God who knows the 
truth about all matters: “Your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 
with regard to all that on which they dispute.” (Verse 124) 


The Best Method of Advocacy 


The surah has thus clarified what similarities may appear between the faith based 
on believing in God’s oneness as outlined by Abraham and perfected by Islam, God’s 
final message to mankind, and the deviant beliefs to which the Jews or the pagan 
Arabs adhered. All this is part of what the Qur’an has been revealed to set right. The 
Prophet is told to continue his efforts, calling on people to follow the divine faith, but 
utilizing wisdom and good exhortation, and delivering his argument in a kindly 
manner. If his opponents go on the offensive and act aggressively, the penalty should 
be of the same type as the aggression, or the Prophet may choose the better way of 
forgiveness and patience in adversity, despite being able to exact punishment. This is 
sure to bring him a better outcome. He need not grieve however over those who 
reject God’s guidance, nor should he be afflicted by their scheming against him and 
his followers. 


Call people to the path of your Lord with wisdom and goodly exhortation, and argue 
with them in the most kindly manner. Your Lord knows best who strays from His 
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path and who are rightly guided. If you should punish, then let your punishment be 
commensurate with the wrong done to you. But to endure patiently is far better for 
those who are patient in adversity. Endure, then, with patience, remembering always 
that it is only God who helps you to be patient; and do not grieve over them, nor be 
distressed by their intrigues. God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing and 
those who do good. (Verses 125-128) 


Such are the basic rules of Islamic advocacy and such are its appropriate methods. 
The proper approach is being shown here to the Prophet and to all who succeed him 
in advocating the Islamic faith. The advocate must make it clear that he simply calls 
on people to follow the path outlined by God. He is not calling for any personal or 
national cause. He is simply discharging his duty towards his Lord. He claims no 
credit for himself, nor does he have a favour to curry with the message itself or with 
those who respond to his call and follow divine guidance. He receives his reward 
from God alone. 


Advocacy must be undertaken with wisdom. The advocate of the divine message 
must take into consideration the situation and circumstances of the people whom he 
addresses in order to determine what he tells them on each occasion. He must not 
make things appear difficult to them, nor should he burden them with a long list of 
duties before they are so prepared. He must also consider how he should address 
them, and how to diversify his method of address in accordance with different 
circumstances. He must not let his enthusiasm carry the day so as to overlook the 
prerequisites of wisdom. 


Together with wisdom goes goodly exhortation which addresses hearts gently, 
seeking to kindle good feeling and response. No unnecessary reproach or 
remonstration should be thrown at them. An advocate of Islam does not publicize 
genuine mistakes which people commit with good intention. Kindly exhortation 
often attracts people to follow God’s guidance, achieving good results that cannot be 
achieved through reproach or rebuke. 


The third element in this proper approach to Islamic advocacy is to argue ‘in the 
most kindly manner’. This means that there should be no personal criticism or 
humiliation of an opponent. It is important in such an argument to make the other 
party realize that, as advocates of the cause of faith, we have no vain desire to win an 
argument or to boast about having an irrefutable case. Our aim must always be clear, 
namely, to arrive at the truth. Human beings have their pride, and they will not 
concede any point unless the argument is carried on in a kindly manner. No one likes 
to be defeated in argument. People often confuse their own prestige with the value of 
their opinion, considering that they are humiliated when they have to admit that 
their view is mistaken. It is only when argument is carried out kindly that people’s 
sensitivity can be tempered, as they realize that their own dignity is preserved. They 
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then recognize that an advocate of Islam seeks only the truth and has no desire to 
press home personal advantage. 


In order to help advocates of Islam restrain themselves and not allow themselves 
to be carried away by enthusiasm, the surah mentions that it is God who truly knows 
those who follow His guidance and those who are in error. Hence there is no need to 
press an argument beyond what is reasonable. Issues should be stated clearly and 
matters should then be left to God: “Your Lord knows best who strays from His path and 
who are rightly guided.” (Verse 125) 


This is the proper method of advocacy as long as it remains within the realm of 
verbal address and stating a point. Should the advocates of Islam suffer aggression, 
then the whole situation changes. Aggression is an action that must be repelled with 
similar force in order to preserve the dignity of the truth and to ensure that falsehood 
does not triumph. Response to aggression, however, must not exceed the limits of 
repelling it. Islam is the faith of justice and moderation, peace and reconciliation. It 
repels any aggression launched against it or its followers, without committing any 
ageression against others: “If you should punish, then let your punishment be 
commensurate with the wrong done to you.” (Verse 126) 


This is indeed part of the method of advocacy. To repel aggression within the 
limits of justice preserves the dignity of the Islamic message so that it suffers no 
humiliation. A humiliated message has no appeal for anyone. Indeed no one will 
accept that humiliation be suffered by a divine message. God does not permit His 
message to suffer humiliation without repelling it. Those who believe in God do not 
sit idle in the face of persecution and humiliation. They are entrusted with the task of 
establishing the truth in human life, maintaining justice between people, and leading 
mankind to the right path. How are they to fulfil their tasks when they do not reply 
to aggression or respond to unjust punishment? 


Yet at the same time that the rule of equal punishment is established, the Qur’an 
calls on believers to endure with fortitude and to forgive. This applies in situations 
when the believers are able to repel aggression and to eradicate evil. In such cases, 
forgiveness and patience are more effective and of greater value to the Islamic 
message. Their own personal position or prestige is of secondary importance when 
the interests of the message are better served by forgiveness and endurance. 
However, should such forgiveness compromise the position of the message and lead 
to its humiliation, then the first rule of equal retaliation is preferable. 


Since endurance requires resisting one’s feelings and impulses, restraining one’s 
emotions and maintaining control over natural reactions, the Qur'àn relates it to faith 
and earning God's pleasure. It also assures the believers that it brings them good: 
"But to endure patiently is far better for those who are patient in adversity. Endure, then, 
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with patience, remembering always that it is only God who helps you to be patient.” (Verses 
126-127) It is God who gives a believer the strength to be patient in adversity and to 
control his instinctive reactions. Seeking God’s pleasure is the one thing that restrains 
the impulse to retaliate and punish. 


The Qur’an encourages the Prophet, and every advocate of Islam as well, not to 
grieve when they see people turning their backs on God's guidance. They have their 
duty to fulfil. Guiding people aright or leaving them to go astray are matters 
determined by God, in accordance with His laws of nature which control people's 
souls and their striving to follow guidance or to turn away from it. “Do not grieve over 
them, nor be distressed by their intrigues." (Verse 127) The Prophet should not be 
distressed when he sees such people scheme against him. God will protect him 
against their scheming and intrigue. He will never let them have the upper hand 
when he conveys his message, seeking no personal gain for himself. He may have to 
endure harm, but that is only to test his patience. He may feel that victory is slow in 
coming, but that is only to test his trust in God's support. The ultimate outcome is 
known in advance: "God is indeed with those who remain God-fearing and those who do 
good." (Verse 128) He who has God on his side need not worry about anyone's 
scheming or intrigue. 


Such is the constitution that any advocacy of God's message should follow. It is 
the only way to ensure victory as promised by God. This is what God tells us, and 
God always tells the truth. 
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SURAH 17 


Al-Isra’ 
(The Night Journey) 


Prologue 


This surah, Al-Isra’, or The Night Journey, was revealed whilst the Prophet lived in 
Makkah. It begins with glorifying God and ends with praising Him. It includes a 
number of themes, most of which directly relate to the issue of faith, but some tackle 
certain aspects of individual and social behaviour and its moral basis of faith. It also 
includes stories about the Children of Israel relevant to the Aqsa Mosque, the 
Prophet's terrestrial destination on his night journey, as well as some aspects of the 
story of Adam and Satan, and the honour God has granted to mankind. 


However, the most prominent element in the surah and its central point is the 
Prophet himself (peace be upon him). It examines the attitude adopted by the people 
of Makkah to him, as well as the message he preached, embodied in the Qur’an, and 
the guidance it provides and how the unbelievers received it. This leads to a 
discussion about the nature of the message and the role of God’s messengers. It 
points to the distinction of the Prophet’s message by virtue of it having no physical, 
preternatural phenomenon to support it. It has been God's will that when such a 
phenomenon, or miracle, was formerly given in support of a divine message, those 
who continued to deny the message were shortly destroyed in consequence. It also 
states the principle of individual responsibility in matters of faith, guidance and 
error, and collective responsibility in matters of social behaviour. However all such 
responsibility applies after God has made His message clear to mankind through 
prophets and messengers whose task is to advise, warn and give sound counsel, and 
also to make everything clear: "Most clearly have We spelled out everything." (Verse 12) 
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The surah repeatedly praises God and glorifies Him and mentions the need to 
praise and thank Him for all the blessings He bestows on His servants. It begins with 
glorifying Him: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from 
the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem]...” (Verse 1) Soon 
afterwards, the Children of Israel are commanded to believe in God’s oneness and 
are reminded that they belong to the offspring of Noah who was ‘a truly grateful 
servant of Ours.” (Verse 3) When the unbelievers’ claims about their false deities are 
mentioned, the surah comments: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He 
above everything they may say [about Him]. The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 
does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and 
praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” 
(Verses 43-44) The surah quotes some of the people of earlier divine religions who say 
when the Qur'an is recited to them: “Limitless in His glory is our Lord! Truly has the 
promise of our Lord been fulfilled.” (Verse 108) The last verse in the surah states: “And 
say, All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 
dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.” And extol His greatness.” 
(Verse 111) 


Thus the surah revolves around one axis although it tackles several subjects. Its 
first part mentions the night journey: “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His 
servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] — 
the environs of which We have blessed.” (Verse 1) It also specifies the purpose of this 
journey: 


“so that We might show him some of Our signs.” (Verse 1) In connection with the 
mosque in Jerusalem the surah mentions the hook revealed to Moses and what God 
determined in it for the Children of Israel, speaking about two episodes of 
destruction and diaspora because of their injustice and corruption. They are warned 
about a third and a fourth time if they revert to the same ways. It then states that this 
last divine revelation, the Qur’an, guides to the path that is straightest, while man is 
often driven by uncontrollable reactions. It also states the rule of individual 
responsibility with regard to following divine guidance or straying away from it, and 
collective responsibility with regard to behaviour and practice. 


The second part speaks about the truth of God’s oneness, considering it the basis 
upon which the whole social set up should be built, including the values of work and 
behaviour. This central issue of faith should be the pivot around which all human life 
turns. 


The third part speaks of pagan superstitions which attribute daughters and 
partners to God. It also mentions resurrection and how the unbelievers could never 
imagine it would take place. It shows how they received Qur’anic revelations and the 
fabrications they reiterated about the Prophet (peace be upon him). It commands the 
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believers to say something better, unlike the falsehood of unbelievers. 


In the fourth part the surah explains the reason for not giving the Prophet physical 
miracles or preternatural phenomena. When such miracles were given to earlier 
communities and they continued to deny the message of truth, the law God has set in 
such cases applied to them and they were destroyed. It refers to the unbelievers’ 
attitude to the warnings based on the vision God showed to the Prophet, and their 
persistence in their erring ways. In this connection a part of the story of Iblis, or Satan, 
is mentioned and his declaration that he would remain for ever man’s determined 
foe. This part of the story appears to be an exposition of the reasons for the 
unbelievers going astray. It comments on this by warning mankind against incurring 
God's punishment, coupled with a reminder of God's grace and the honour He has 
given to mankind. It tells them about what awaits God's obedient servants, 
contrasting it with what awaits the disobedient on the day when every community is 
summoned by calling their leaders or guides. "Those who are given their records in their 
right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as much as a hair's breadth. But 
whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in the life to come, and still further 
astray from the path of truth." (Verses 71-72) 


The final part of the surah speaks about the unbelievers' schemes against the 
Prophet (peace be upon him), and their attempts to lure him away from at least part 
of what was revealed to him. It mentions their attempt to expel him from Makkah. 
When he actually left, he did so carrying out God’s orders. Had they forcibly 
expelled him, they would have been destroyed, as happened to communities which 
in former times expelled their prophets or killed them. God commands the Prophet 
in the surah to carry on with his mission, reciting the Qur’an and attending to his 
prayers, appealing to God to enable him to enter and leave in a true and sincere 
manner, and to declare that the truth has come to light and falsehood is certain to 
wither away. The surah states that this Qur'àn is a source of cure and guidance to 
believers. Man's knowledge, however, remains inadequate. "You, [mankind], have been 
granted but little knowledge." (Verse 85) 


The surah continues to speak about the Qur’an and its challenge to all mankind. 
Yet the unbelievers required physical miracles, and asked for angels to be sent down 
in support of the Prophet’s message. They suggested that the Prophet should have a 
house of adornments, or a garden with date and vine trees, through which rivers run, 
or that he should cause a spring of water to gush forth for them, or that he himself 
should climb up to heaven and bring them a written letter to read. All these demands 
were dictated by intransigence, not by the desire to have proof to ensure conviction. 
The surah replies that all this is beyond the limits of the role of God’s Messenger and 
the nature of his message. It leaves matters in this regard to God. It derides such 
demands and those who make them, telling them that had they had control over the 
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treasures of God’s grace, which is always abundant, never exhausted, they would 
still fear to give it away. It was sufficient for them to realize that everything in the 
universe glorifies God. They should have remembered that the miracles given to 
Moses did not lead the ones determined to oppose him to change their minds and 
follow him. Hence, God inflicted His punishment on them. 


The surah concludes with a short discourse about the truth inherent in the Qur'an. 
It was revealed in passages, so that the Prophet could read it to people over a long 
time, as would befit different occasions and circumstances. People would then be 
influenced by its practical approach to living conditions. It was received by people of 
sound knowledge with humility. They were so influenced by it to the extent that they 
wept and prostrated themselves to God. The surah then concludes with praising God 
who has never taken to Himself a son or a partner, just as it began with glorifying 
Him. 


A Unique Experience 


The story of the night journey by the Prophet from the Sacred Mosque in Makkah 
to the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, and then his ascension from there to the highest 
heaven and the world of which we know nothing, is mentioned in several reports. It 
has been the subject of much controversy, which continues even today. There are 
various reports about the place from which the Prophet's night journey started. Some 
suggest that it was the mosque itself, which fits with the phraseology of the verse. 
One report quotes the Prophet as saying: “As I was in the mosque, at Hijr Isma‘il, 
half asleep, Gabriel came to me with al-Buraq..." It is also reported that his journey 
began from the house of his cousin Umm Hani. This report is acceptable on the basis 
that the term, ‘the Sacred Mosque’, includes the whole Haram area, which surrounds 
the mosque. Ibn ^ Abbas is reported to have said, "The whole of the Haram area is a 
mosque." 


It is also reported that he was sleeping in Umm Hani’s house when he was taken 
on his journey and returned home before the night was over. He related the event to 
his cousin and told her: "I saw the prophets and led them in prayer." As he was 
about to leave to go to the mosque, she stopped him, saying: "I fear that people will 
not believe you if you tell them what you have just told me." The Prophet made clear 
his intention to tell them, “even though they would not believe me.’ 


When the Prophet sat in the mosque, Abu Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam, went to 
him and asked him whether he had any news. The Prophet told him of his night 
journey. Abū Jahl called on people to gather and listen to the strange news the 
Prophet had to tell them. As the Prophet did so, some of them started clapping as a 
gesture of rejecting what they heard while others put their hands on their heads in 
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disbelief. Some who had earlier accepted Islam now turned away declaring that they 
were no longer Muslims. Some went to Abū Bakr, the Prophet's closest Companion, 
to find out what his reaction would be. When they assured him that Muhammad 
actually claimed to have made the return journey to Jerusalem overnight, Abt. Bakr 
said: “If he has actually said this, he is telling the truth.” When they expressed their 
amazement that he would believe such a singular story, Abt Bakr said: “What is so 
surprising? I do believe him when he says something even more incomprehensible. 
He says he receives revelations from on high and I believe him.” Abt: Bakr was then 
given the title Siddiq, which denotes ‘a true and firm believer’. 


Some of them had been to Jerusalem and so asked the Prophet to describe it to 
them. Its picture was raised before his eyes and he described it to them in detail. 
They said that his description was accurate. They then asked him to tell them about 
their trade caravan and when it would arrive. He told them the number of its camels 
and its condition at the time. He further told them that it would arrive at sunrise on a 
particular day, headed by a white camel. On the day appointed by the Prophet, they 
went out to make sure the caravan arrived. When the sun began to rise, they said: 
Here is the sun rising. Then they looked and said: And here is the caravan headed by 
a white camel, just like Muhammad said. Yet still they refused to believe. 


On the same night, the Prophet ascended from Jerusalem to heaven. Disagreement 
among scholars touches on the point of whether or not the Prophet went on this 
night journey when he was awake or if it was a dream-like journey. It is reported that 
^ A'ishah, his wife, said: "By God, the Prophet's body was never missing, but it was 
his soul which ascended.” Al-Hasan is reported to have said that it was all in a 
dream he saw. Other reports make it clear that it was a journey he took, body and 
soul, and that his bed was still warm when he came back. 


The weightier view, on the basis of all the reports we have, is that the Prophet left 
his bed in his cousin's home and went to the Kabah. When he was at Hijr Isma‘il, 
half awake, he was taken on his journey to Jerusalem and from there he ascended to 
heaven, before returning to his bed which was still warm. 


Having clarified this, we do not see much point in the long arguments people have 
engaged in over the past, and still do, concerning the nature of this event which 
certainly took place. Whether it was a physical or spiritual trip, or a vision he saw 
while awake or asleep, does not make much difference. It does not alter much of the 
nature of this event to say that it was an act of unveiling that enabled the Prophet to 
see remote places and worlds in a brief moment. Those who understand even a little 
of the nature of God’s power and the nature of prophethood will find nothing 
strange in this event. To God’s power and ability, all matters, which appear easy or 
difficult by our human standards and according to what is familiar to us, are the 
same. What is familiar to us in our world is not to be taken as the criterion for 
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making a judgement in relation to God’s ability. The nature of prophethood is a link 
with God, which may not be compared to anything familiar in human life. That a 
remote place or world be shown to the Prophet, or that the Prophet visited such a 
place by means that we know or do not know about, are no more strange or 
miraculous than for him to receive God’s message. Indeed Abt: Bakr put the matter 
in its proper perspective when he told the people of Makkah that he believed the 
Prophet in what was even more incomprehensible: the revelations he received from 
on high. 


The Quraysh had ample hard evidence of the truth of this journey when they 
asked the Prophet to tell them about their trade caravan, and their subsequent 
verification of every point of detail he mentioned. But they were bound to meet his 
story with total disbelief at first. The point to be noted here is that the Prophet did 
not listen to his cousin, Umm Hani, when she tried to persuade him not to tell them 
about his journey for fear of their reaction to what would sound totally impossible. 
The Prophet's trust in the truth of his message and the reality of his journey was such 
that he went out and told them, paying little heed to how they would receive his 
news. His mission was to convey to them his message complete, and he was not one 
to evade his duty. Some of those who had believed in the new faith turned back. 
Unbelievers found in his story material for ridicule and doubt about everything he 
said. But none of this made him hesitate to declare the truth as he saw and believed 
it. In this the Prophet teaches a lesson to the advocates of Islam across all generations: 
they must declare the truth plainly in all situations. They should not fear what 
reaction this brings about. They must not try to tailor their faith so as to fit in with 
what people like to hear. 


We also note that the Prophet did not try to describe the event as a miracle or a 
supernatural happening that would make people believe in his message. In fact they 
were always asking him for a miracle to prove his claims. Now they had the 
miraculous event and they knew it to be true when they verified the details the 
Prophet identified. Islam does not rely on miraculous events to present itself to 
people. Instead it relies only on the nature of its message and its direct appeal to 
human nature when it is purged of all corrupting influences. When the Prophet 
spoke out about his journey, he did not seek to make it proof confirming the truth of 
his message. He only stated a true event, purely and simply because it was true. 
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God’s Infinite Power 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Limitless in His glory 1s He who transported 
Hiss servant by night from the Sacred Mosque [in 
Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] 
— the environs of which We have blessed — so 
that We might show lim some of Our signs. 
Indeed He alone is the One who hears all and 
sees all, (1) 


We gave Moses the book and made it a [source 
of] guidance for the Children of Israel, saying: 
Do not take anyone for a guardian other than 
Me. (2) 


You are the descendants of those whom We 
carried [in the ark] mith Noab. He was a truly 
grateful servant of Ours.’ (3) 


We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the 
book: ‘Twice will you spread corruption on earth 
and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ (4) 


When the prediction of the first of these came true, 
We sent against you some of Our servants of 
great might who wrought havoc throughout the 
land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled. 
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(5) 


Then We let you prevail against them once more, 
and We gave you wealth and offspring, and made 


_you more numerous [than ever. (6) 


And We said:] Tf you do good, you will be but 
doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will 
be also against yourselves.’ And when the second 
prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] 
to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque 

Just like [their predecessors] had entered it the first 
tame, and to visit with destruction all that fell into 
their power. (T) 


Tt may be that your Lord will bave mercy on you; 
but if you revert [to your old ways], We shall 
revert [to punishing you). Indeed We have made 
hell a place of confinement for the unbelievers. (S) 


Surely this Qur'an shows the way to that which is 
most upright. It gies the believers who do good 
deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich 
reward, (9) 


and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous 
suffering for those who do not believe in the life to 
come. (10) 


Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for 
good. Truly man is ever hasty. (11) 


We have made the night and the day as two [of 
Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign of the 
night while the sign of the day We have left 
enlightened, so that you may seek. bounty from 
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_your Lora, 


and you may learn to compute the years and be 
able to reckon. Most ckarly have We spelled out 
everything, (12) 


Every human being’s action have We ted around 
his own neck. On the Day of Resurrection We 
shall produce for lim a record which he will find 
aide open. (13) 


[And We will says] "Read. this your. record! 
Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 
should make out your account.’ (14) 


Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his 
own good, and whoever goes astray does so to his 
own loss. INo soul shall be made to bear the 
burden of another. We would never inflict 
punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 
Messenger to give warning]. (15) 


When it is Our will to destroy a community, We 
convey Our command to those of its people who 
live a lyfe of affluence. If they persist in sin, 
Judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 
destroy them. (16) 


Many generations have We destroyed since 
INoab's time. Sufice it that your Lord is well 
aware of His servants’ sins, and observes them 


all (17) 


As for those who care only for [the pleasures of] 
this fleeting life, We readily grant of it whatever 
We may please to whomever We will. In the end 
We consign any such person to hell, where he will 
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burn disgraced and reected. (18) p Y z oe. ign. 3 FSI 3l 8l a 3 
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But those who care only for the lye to come, strive 


Jor it as it should be striven for, and are true . 
behevers, are indeed the ones who will have thear 
endeavours well revarded. (19) woe RS s2 dedos 


On all — these as well as those — do We © me ths 
bestow the bounty of your Lord Indeed your 
Lord's bounty is not denied [to anyone). (20) 


^L 
See how We have bestowed more bounty on some ar S ais P 3 mj É 5> 303 
than on others. But the life to come mill be higher 
in rank and greater in merit. (21) 





A Unique Journey 


The surah begins with glorifying God, the most fitting action to confirm the bond 
between God and His servants in the atmosphere of compassion and friendliness 
imparted by the mention of the night journey: 


Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night from the Sacred 
Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] — the environs of which We 
have blessed — so that We might show him some of Our signs. Indeed He alone is the 
One who hears all and sees all. (Verse 1) 


The surah emphasizes the position of man as God’s servant: “He who transported 
His servant by night...” The emphasis here is needed in the context of the Prophet's 
ascension to heaven where no human being had gone before. It is important in this 
context that the status of man’s servitude to God should always be remembered. 
There must be no confusion of status similar to that which happened in the case of 
Jesus on account of his birth, his being raised to heaven at the end of his life on earth, 
and the powers which were given to him during life. All these caused some people to 
confuse his status and to claim that he had a divine nature. In its simplicity and 
purity, Islam insists that no similarity could ever exist between God and any 
creature. 


The Arabic text of this opening verse uses the verb, asra, which denotes ‘travelling 
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during the night’. It is sufficient then to use this verb to denote the time of the action. 
Yet the verse adds the phrase, laylan, or “by night’, to give an added sense of the still 
night and the ease of travel. The journey from the Sacred Mosque to the Aqsa 
Mosque was one chosen by God, the Compassionate who knows everything. It 
provided a link between all monotheistic faiths from the time of Abraham and 
Ishmael to the time of the last Prophet, Muhammad (peace be upon them all). It also 
established a link between the holy places in all these religions. It seems that this 
unusual journey served as an announcement that the last Messenger was the heir to 
the heritage of all former messengers. His message staked a claim to all these holy 
places. Thus it becomes a journey that goes beyond the scope of time and place. 


The opening verse describes the Aqsà Mosque as one with blessed environs. This 
description shows the blessings surrounding the mosque and flowing in abundance. 
This impression could not have been given with a direct description such as 'the 
mosque which we have blessed.’ This is another example of the refined use of 
language characteristic of the Qur'an. 


The Prophet's night journey was a telling sign, and it was accompanied by others, 
as the opening verse says in stating its purpose, "so that We might show him some of 
Our signs." Covering the distance between the Sacred Mosque in Makkah and the 
Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, in a very short period that did not allow the Prophet's 
bed to become cold, is a sign of God's power, whatever the means used to 
accomplish it. It opens our minds to new horizons in the universe and reveals latent 
potentials within mankind. It shows that those human beings chosen by God to be 
the bearers of His message have the latent ability to receive whatever greater powers 
God wishes to give them. It is God who has honoured man, giving him a favoured 
position among His creation, and endowed him with such potentials. “He alone is the 
One who hears all and sees all." (Verse 1) He indeed hears and sees all that is beyond 
the reach of our hearing and seeing faculties. 


It is especially impressive that the opening verse of this surah starts with glorifying 
God, "Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night". After defining 
the purpose of this journey, it finishes with highlighting two of God's attributes, 
perfect hearing and seeing that encompass all things. This quick movement across 
purposes reflects the finest points of the expression used. The glorification is 
addressed to God Himself, and the statement about the purpose of the night journey 
comes from Him, while the description of God's powers is made in the form of an 
indisputable statement. All these forms are combined in one verse so as to give their 
different imports. 


The Promise to the Israelites 


103 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | GOD'S INFINITE POWER 


The night journey is a remarkable sign which God wished to demonstrate. It is an 
amazing journey by human standards. The Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, which was 
the destination of the first part of this journey, is at the heart of the Holy Land which 
God assigned to the Children of Israel before He caused them to be driven out of it. 
Thus it is appropriate to relate in the passage that follows the history of Moses and 
his people, the Israelites: 


We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the Children of Israel, 
saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the descendants of 
those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful servant of 
Ours. “We made it clear to the Children of Israel in the book: “Twice will you spread 
corruption on earth and will indeed become grossly overbearing.’ When the prediction 
of the first of these came true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great 
might who wrought havoc throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be 
fulfilled. Then We let you prevail against them once more, and We gave you wealth 
and offspring, and made you more numerous [than ever. And We said:] ‘If you do 
good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; and if you do evil, it will be also 
against yourselves.’ And when the second prediction came true, [We allowed your 
enemies] to disgrace you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] 
had entered it the first time, and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power. 
It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you; but if you revert [to your old ways], 
We shall revert [to punishing you]. Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement 
for the unbelievers. (Verses 2-8) 


This episode in the Children of Israel’s history is mentioned only in this surah in 
the Qur'àn. It refers to the fate of the Jews which led to the collapse of their state. It 
reveals the direct relationship between the spread of corruption and loose morality in 
a nation and its decline and destruction. This comes in fulfilment of a law of nature 
God has set in operation, and which the surah refers to. The law states that the 
corruption and immorality of the affluent in any community is the cause of its 
destruction by God. 


The story begins here by mentioning Moses’ revealed book, the Torah, and the 
warnings it gives to the Israelites. It reminds them of their great ancestor, Noah, 
God’s obedient and truly grateful servant, and also of their ancestors who were 
carried with him in the ark. It should be remembered that only the believers were 
allowed on the ark: “We gave Moses the book and made it a [source of] guidance for the 
Children of Israel, saying: Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me. You are the 
descendants of those whom We carried [in the ark] with Noah. He was a truly grateful 
servant of Ours.” (Verses 2-3) 


Both the warning and the reminder are confirmation of the promise that the surah 
soon mentions. The promise makes it clear that God will not inflict punishment on 
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any community unless He sends them first a messenger to warn and remind them. It 
makes clear the primary purpose of giving the book to Moses. It serves as a source of 
guidance and warns them: “Do not take anyone for a guardian other than Me.” They 
must rely on none other than God and turn to Him only for guidance. This is the 
essence of faith. Anyone who seeks a guardian other than God is misguided and 
devoid of true faith. 


The surah makes its address to them in the name of their ancestors who were 
carried in the ark with Noah. These were the best of mankind at the time of the first 
messenger on earth. Pointing out this relationship in this address serves to remind 
them of God’s grace when He saved their forefathers with His truly grateful servant, 
Noah. Thus it establishes an age-long bond of faith. That Noah is described here as 
God's servant is intended to emphasize this point and also to highlight the essential 
quality of God's chosen messengers, which is their servitude to Him. In the first 
verse Muhammad is described as ‘God’s servant’. This follows the Qur’anic method 
of maintaining an air of harmony and coherence throughout each surah. 


In the book which God gave Moses to serve as a source of guidance to the 
Israelites, He issued them with a warning that they would be doomed to destruction 
should they spread corruption on earth. The destruction was visited on them twice 
because its causes were repeated. This is followed by a warning of further episodes 
of destruction should they revert to their old ways of spreading corruption. This 
leads to the inevitable operation of God’s laws of nature that never fail: “We made it 
clear to the Children of Israel in the book: "Twice will you spread corruption on earth and will 
indeed become grossly overbearing.’” (Verse 4) 


This judgement is merely information given to them by God, spelling out what 
they will do and what will happen to them as a result. It is based on God’s 
knowledge of their fate. It is not an act of predestination that they cannot escape, or 
that forces their hands so as to behave in a certain way. God does not compel anyone 
to be corrupt or to spread corruption. “Say: “never does God enjoin what is indecent.’” (7: 
28) It is the nature of God’s knowledge that makes Him aware of what will happen in 
the future in the same way as He is aware of what is happening now. What is yet to 
happen, and is totally unknown to all human beings, is, to God, the same as what has 
already happened. 


Same Action, Same Penalty 


In the book He gave to Moses, the Torah, God warned the Children of Israel that 
they would spread corruption on earth twice and that they would gain power and be 
the masters in the Holy Land. Every time they held power and used it corruptly or 
spread corruption, God sent some of His servants against them who overpowered 
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and destroyed them, abusing their rights: “When the prediction of the first of these came 
true, We sent against you some of Our servants of great might who wrought havoc 
throughout the land. Thus [Our] warning came to be fulfilled.” (Verse 5) 


This was the first time: they gained power in the Holy Land and they established 
their strong state. But then they resorted to tyranny and corruption. As a result, God 
brought them face to face with some of His servants who combined great might with 
strong determination. They overran those who had erred and spread corruption, 
completely subjugating them. Thus the warning came to pass, as is always the case 
with God's promises. 


After the Children of Israel were vanquished and suffered humiliation, they 
turned back to their Lord, mended their ways and applied the lessons they had 
learnt. In the meantime, their conquerors were blinded by victory and travelled along 
the same road of tyranny and corruption. As a result, the tables were turned. The 
vanquished were victorious again: "Then We let you prevail against them once more, and 
We gave you wealth and offspring, and made you more numerous than ever." (Verse 6) 
History thus repeated itself. 


Before the surah continues its account of the true prophesy and warning, it states a 
basic rule of action and reward: “If you do good, you will be but doing good to yourselves; 
and if you do evil, it will be also against yourselves.” (Verse 7) This is a never changing 
rule with effects that transcend this life into the next. It makes everything a human 
being does, with all its results and consequences, totally his own. Thus, reward is the 
natural fruit of action. Hence it is determined by the nature of the action done. This is 
to say that a human being is responsible for himself. It is he who chooses to do good 
or evil, and he alone who will receive the reward or bear the consequences of what 
he does. He has only himself to blame when the result of his action leads him to 
suffer punishment. 


Having established the rule, the surah goes on to complete the telling of true 
prophesy: “When the second prediction came true, [We allowed your enemies] to disgrace 
you utterly, and to enter the Mosque just like [their predecessors] had entered it the first time, 
and to visit with destruction all that fell into their power.” (Verse 7) 


The surah does not include in its text any account of how the Israelites spread 
corruption again after they regained power. Its mention of the first occasion is 
sufficient: “Twice will you spread corruption on earth.” (Verse 4) But it tells us of what 
God inflicted on them the second time: “When the second prediction came true, [We 
allowed your enemies] to disgrace you utterly.” (Verse 7) This is a vivid description of the 
widespread destruction that causes acute humiliation, visible even on their faces. Or 
the disgrace was physically painted on their faces, coupled with what they felt when 
they saw their sanctities desecrated. And they “enter[ed] the Mosque just like [their 
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predecessors] had entered it the first time.” (Verse 7) They wrought total destruction, 
leaving nothing in place. 


The warning was fulfilled. God sent enemies against the Jews who overpowered 
them, destroyed their kingdom and left them in their great diaspora. The Qur’an 
does not specify the nationality of those God sent against the Jews, because such 
information adds nothing to the lesson to be drawn, or to the effect of the law God 
has made applicable to all communities. 


The surah comments on this true warning and prophesy by saying that this 
destruction may be a way leading to God’s mercy if the right lesson is drawn and 
acted upon: "It may be that your Lord will have mercy on you." (Verse 8) But if the Jews 
revert to spreading corruption on earth, then the law will inevitably operate and the 
punishment will again be inflicted: "But if you revert [to your old ways], We shall revert 
[to punishing you]." (Verse 8) They certainly did revert to their corrupt ways and God 
sent the Muslims against them who drove them out of Arabia. They did this again 
with the same results, until He caused them to be humiliated during the twentieth 
century. We see now how they have again reverted to tyranny and corruption in the 
state of Israel which uses very cruel tactics against the Arabs, the owners of the land. 
God is certain to send His servants against them who will make them suffer much for 
their corruption in fulfilment of His firm warning and in accordance with His law 
which never fails. We need only wait and see this take place. 


The surah concludes this episode by defining the destiny the unbelievers will 
suffer in the hereafter. It is the same destiny as will be suffered by those who spread 
corruption: “Indeed We have made hell a place of confinement for the unbelievers.” (Verse 
8) They will be surrounded, unable to escape. Furthermore, it is large enough to 
contain them all. 


Guidance in All Fields 


The surah now speaks about the Qur’an, making it clear that it is a book of true 
and full guidance: 


Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright. It gives the believers 
who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; and [declares] that 
We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the life to come. 
(Verses 9-10) 


“Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most upright.” This is a general 


statement applicable to all those who are guided by the Qur’an and the goals to 
which it guides. Thus, the guidance is given to communities and generations that are 
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not restricted by time or place. And the superiority of its guidance applies to all that 
they may attain when they follow any method or approach. It is also superior to 
every good thing to which people may be guided at any time or place. 


The Qur’an guides to that which is ‘most upright’ in relation to man’s inner 
feelings and thoughts, outlining a clear faith, free of complication and ambiguity. Its 
guidance frees the human spirit of the burden of myth and superstition, and releases 
human energy so that it is constructive, bringing benefit, providing a harmonious 
link between the laws that govern the universe and those governing human nature. 


The Qur'àn also ensures harmony between man's outward and inward existence, 
feelings and behaviour, faith and action. In all this it shows the way to what is ‘most 
upright’, linking all these aspects to the true and unseverable bond that exists 
between man and God. This enables man to look up to a higher horizon while he is 
still on earth. Thus what man does in his daily life becomes an act of worship, 
provided that he does so seeking God's acceptance. This is true even when the action 
itself provides him with pure enjoyment of what is available in this life. 


In the field of worship also, the Qur'àn establishes a perfect balance between 
duties and abilities. This ensures that duties are not seen as too hard so as to 
constitute a heavy burden, or induce despair of ever fulfilling one's obligations. 
Maintaining this balance ensures that a person neither takes matters too lightly or 
complacently on the one hand, nor exceeds the limits of what is reasonable and 
perfectly bearable on the other. Thus we can say without fear of contradiction that in 
worship, the Qur'àn shows the way to that which is most upright. 


The same applies to human interaction whether between individuals and couples, 
governments and peoples, or states and races. Relations between all these groups are 
established on a firm basis, influenced neither by personal prejudice and interest, nor 
by feelings of love and hatred. This firm foundation in human relations is chosen by 
God, the Creator who knows His creation and what is certain to promote goodness in 
their lives. The Qur'àn shows the way which gives the best course of action in the 
fields of politics and finance, as well as in those of social and international relations. 


The Qur'àn also endorses all divine religions, establishing a firm link between 
them, honouring all that is sacred in them, and protecting all that they hold in 
reverence. This ensures that humanity, with all its divine faiths live in peace. In this 
again the Qur'àn provides its perfect guidance. This is all summed up in the verse 
which says: "Surely this Qur'an shows the way to that which is most upright." (Verse 9) 


“It gives the believers who do good deeds the happy news that theirs will be a rich reward; 
and [declares] that We have prepared a grievous suffering for those who do not believe in the 
life to come.” (Verses 9-10) This is the basic rule laid down by the Qur'an in respect of 
action and reward. The Islamic structure is built on the two pillars of faith and good 
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action. Faith that is not confirmed by action is hollow, unfulfilled, while action that is 
not based on faith lacks firm roots. It is when both are combined that life maintains 
its most upright course, and with them both together guidance shown in the Qur’an 
takes its proper effect. 


Man's Hasty Characteristic 


Those who do not follow the guidance of the Qur'àn are left to their own devices. 
But man is hasty, unaware of what benefits him and what causes him harm, 
impulsive, unable to control his reactions even when they bring about evil 
consequences: "Yet man prays for evil as eagerly as he prays for good. Truly man is ever 
hasty." (Verse 11) He does not know the ultimate results. He may do something that 
is evil and precipitate its results unaware that these only bring about immense harm 
to himself; or he may be aware of such results but is unable to control himself. This is 
a long, long way away from the assured, calm and consistent guidance given in the 
Qur'àn. The two ways of Qur'ànic guidance and human desire are too widely 
divergent. 


So far the surah has pointed to some of the signs God gave to His messengers, such 
as the Prophet's night journey, Noah's ark, Moses’ book, and, above all, the Qur'àn. 
Now the surah mentions some of God's universal signs and relates these to people's 
actions, efforts and earnings on the one hand and their fruits and reward on the 
other. We thus see that the laws that govern action and reward are closely linked to 
the laws governing the whole universe. Both are based on perfect rules that never 
fail. They are as accurate as the system that ensures that day and night succeed each 
other. They are operated by the Creator who has made them two of His signs: 


We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the 
sign of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may 
seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to 
reckon. Most clearly have We spelled out everything. (Verse 12) 


The universal law that governs the succession of day and night is linked to 
numerous aspects of human life. It is linked with people’s efforts in earning their 
living, and their knowledge of time and calculation. It also relates to the good and 
evil man may earn in life and what reward he may achieve in the end for either his 
good or bad actions. Indeed the consequences of following guidance or error relate to 
it, as is the individual nature of responsibility which means that no one will have to 
answer for anyone else. The same universal law is linked to God’s promise that He 
will not inflict punishment on anyone until He has sent His messengers. This link 
further applies to the law which governs the destruction of communities only after 
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the affluent among them have been guilty of immense transgression. The law further 
relates to the diverse destinies of those who seek the pleasures of this world and 
those who prefer the good reward of the hereafter, and what God grants to both in 
this life and in the life to come. All these aspects follow a well set system and certain 
immutable laws besides. Nothing takes place haphazardly. 


“We have made the night and the day as two [of Our] signs. Then We have effaced the sign 
of the night while the sign of the day We have left enlightened, so that you may seek bounty 
from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the years and be able to reckon. Most clearly 
have We spelled out everything.” (Verse 12) The night and the day are two major 
universal signs which confirm the accuracy of the law governing the universe which 
operates all the time, suffering neither a failure nor a temporary need for repairs. So 
what is meant here by ‘effacing the sign of the night’, when we see that this sign 
remains operative as much as the sign of the day? It seems to me, and God knows 
best, that the reference here is to the darkness of the night which hides everything 
and during which movement slows down. The darkness gives the impression that 
the night is effaced when compared with the day, its light and the bustling activity 
that takes place under its light. It is as though the day is able to see things by its light 
and reveals everything for us to behold. 


The effacing of the night and the full visibility of the day have a clearly specified 
purpose: “so that you may seek bounty from your Lord, and you may learn to compute the 
years and be able to reckon.” This makes things very clear: the night is for rest and 
recuperation, and the day for work, earning one’s living and activity. The succession 
of the day and night enables people to compute the years and determine the seasons 
and set times for different transactions. “Most clearly have We spelled out everything.” 
There is nothing in the universe that has been left to chance. The accuracy that is 
manifested in the succession of day and night confirms the elaborate and faultless 
design of everything God has created. 


Personal Responsibility 


The law of action and reward is directly linked to the meticulous law of the 
universe: 


Every human being's action have We tied around his own neck. On the Day of 
Resurrection We shall produce for him a record which he will find wide open. [And 
We will say:] “Read this your record! Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul 
should make out your account.’ (Verses 13-14) 


The Arabic phraseology of this verse provides a highly graphic description which 
uses the word, ‘bird’, in place of ‘action’, as used in the translated text. Thus we have 
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here a metaphor referring to what flies of a person’s actions and becomes tied around 
his neck, so that it never parts from him. Thus does the Qur’an in graphically 
describing things in order to emphasize its point. A person’s actions do not leave 
him, and he cannot disown them. The same applies to the wide open record of all his 
actions. Thus whatever he has done in life is laid bare. He cannot hide, ignore or 
disown it. Both descriptions, of the bird denoting action and the record thrown open, 
produce a very strong effect that adds to the fears experienced on that very difficult 
day when nothing remains hidden. Everyone is told to read their own records 
because, “Sufficient it is for you today that your own soul should make out your account.” 
(Verse 14) 


Again the same accurate universal law is linked to the rules governing action and 
reward: “Whoever chooses to follow guidance does so for his own good, and whoever goes 
astray does so to his own loss. No soul shall be made to bear the burden of another.” (Verse 
15) It is all individual responsibility. When one follows guidance, one reaps the 
fruits, and when one chooses error, one bears the consequences. None will bear or 
lighten the burden of another. Everyone will be questioned about their own actions 
and will have the reward for what they have done in this life. Close friends will be of 
no help to each other. 


Yet as a sign of God’s grace, He does not leave man’s guidance dependent only on 
the signs that are available in the universe. Nor does He leave him to the covenant 
God has made with human nature before a person is born. He has sent messengers to 
warn and remind: “We would never inflict punishment [on anyone] until We have sent a 
messenger [to give warning].” (Verse 15) This is certainly an aspect of God’s grace 
which gives everyone ample opportunity to follow His guidance. Only when they 
have been properly warned and still persist in error does He punish them, if He so 
wills. 


Affluence Leading to Destruction 


The same consistent and universal law that governs the succession of day and 
night also applies to the destruction of any community: “When it is Our will to destroy 
a community, We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence. If 
they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly destroy them.” (Verse 
16) 


The affluent who enjoy wealth, servants, luxuries, comfort and power are prone to 
carelessness and decadence in their lives. They thus lead a life of corruption, 
transgress all limits, trample over values, desecrate sanctities and defile other 
people’s honour. Unless they are taken to task for their misdeeds, they will spread 
corruption and indecency throughout their community. They will debase the sound 
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values and principles which every community needs to observe in order to survive. 
Thus their corruption will lead to the loss of strength, vigour and means of survival 
by the whole community. It then becomes lifeless, and is soon overtaken by 
destruction. 


The verse here restates this law which God has set in operation. When God 
determines that a certain community is to be destroyed, this is only the natural 
outcome of its pursuit of ways and practices that lead to destruction. The affluent 
become too numerous and no one takes any action to curb their transgressions. They 
spread corruption, and bit by bit the whole community becomes corrupt. 
Consequently, it is liable to the effects of the law God has set in operation, 
condemning such communities to destruction. Indeed the community in question is 
responsible for the destruction it suffers, because it did not take the necessary action 
to stop such foul practices. Had it done so, it would have spared itself destruction. It 
would not have had corrupt people to lead it astray until it has faced the dire results. 


God has willed that human life should run according to set laws which never fail 
or change. A cause has its effect, and the effect takes place as a result of the operation 
of God’s will that has set this law in operation. God does not approve of indecency or 
transgression. However, the presence of those who are exceedingly rich in a 
community is indicative that its fabric has become loose and that it has set itself on 
the way to decline. This will seal its fate, because it has set itself open to the operation 
of this law when it allowed those who are excessively rich to lead their corrupt life. 


The mention of God’s will in the verse, “When it is Our will to destroy a community, 
We convey Our command to those of its people who live a life of affluence,” does not mean a 
commanding will which initiates the cause. It is a will that brings the effect when the 
cause takes place. Thus the effect becomes inevitable as a result of the operation of 
God’s laws of nature. Similarly, the ‘command’ in the same statement does not refer 
to a directive requiring them to indulge in sin. It simply refers to the natural result 
which comes about in consequence of those people leading such a life. Hence, the 
verse states that: “If they persist in sin, judgement is irrevocably passed, and We utterly 
destroy them.” (Verse 16) 


This statement highlights the responsibility of every community, as it makes clear 
that this law has remained operative since Noah’s time: “Many generations have We 
destroyed since Noah’s time. Suffice it that your Lord is well aware of His servants’ sins, and 
observes them all.” (Verse 17) 


Choices and Rewards 


Someone who wishes to lead a life based solely on this world, looking up to 
nothing beyond this earth and its pleasures, will have whatever God has assigned to 
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him of these. In the life to come, hell will be waiting for him because he will have 
deserved it. This is because those who do not aspire to anything beyond this world 
are keen to immerse themselves in its carnal pleasures. This however inevitably leads 
them to hell: “As for those who care only for [the pleasures of] this fleeting life, We readily 
grant of it whatever We may please to whomever We will. In the end We consign any such 
person to hell, where he will burn disgraced and rejected.” (Verse 18) He is disgraced by 
his actions, rejected, suffering severe punishment. 


On the other side is a totally different picture: “But those who care only for the life to 
come, strive fir it as it should be striven for, and are true believers, are indeed the ones who 
will have their endeavours well rewarded.” (Verse 19) Someone who desires the rich 
reward of the life to come must pursue his goal diligently. He should fulfil the duties 
God requires of him. Moreover, he must have faith which serves as the basis of his 
pursuit for the life to come. Faith is not a matter that people attain through idle 
wishes, but it is rather an idea that is firmly held as a belief, and clearly endorsed by 
action. Pursuit of the hereafter does not deprive anyone of the wholesome pleasures 
of this life. It simply opens up wider horizons before us. Thus, enjoyment and 
pleasure are not the driving goal. There is no harm in seeking pleasure, provided 
however that one is not captivated or enslaved by it. 


A life that seeks nothing more than the pleasures of this world is fitting only for 
worms, reptiles, insects, cattle and wild beasts. It is only the life that pursues the 
rewards of the hereafter that is fitting for man who has been the recipient of honour 
bestowed on him by God. It is God who has created man and fashioned him, 
planting in his soul a secret that motivates him to look up to higher horizons even 
when his feet are solidly planted on earth. 


No Limits to God’s Grace 


Yet both groups receive God’s bounty which is open to all and restricted to none. 
Both those who seek only this world’s pleasures and enjoy them to the full and those 
who pursue the reward of the life to come partake of God’s bounty which God grants 
to all: “On all — these as well as those — do We bestow the bounty of your Lord. Indeed 
your Lord's bounty is not denied [to anyone].” (Verse 20) This bounty bestowed by God 
differs widely, in accordance with people's means, aims and actions. They differ 
despite the fact that the scope on earth is very limited and its expanse so narrow. 
How then will they differ when they are in the other place, where the scope is 
limitless? How can we compare the expanses of the two worlds, when, in God's 
sight, this world and all that it contains counts for less that the span of a mosquito’s 
wings, as stated by the Prophet? 


“See how We have bestowed more bounty on some than on others. But the life to come will 
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be higher in rank and greater in merit.” (Verse 21) If one seeks to have the higher prize 
and the greater grace, then one should aim for the hereafter. For there lies the 
limitless expanse and scope whose boundaries are known only to God. It is for this 
prize that people should compete, not for the petty comforts of this world. 
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A Code Based on Justice 


Do not set up any deity side by side nith God, 
lest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken. (22) 


Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship 
none but Him, and that you must be kind to 
_your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain 
to old age in your care, never say Ugh’ to them or 
chide them, but ahvays speak genthy and kindly 
to them, (23) 


and spread over them humbly the wings of your 
tenderness, and say, ‘My Lord, bestow on them 
Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me 
when I was a child.’ (24) 


Your Lord knows best what is in your hearts. If 
you are righteous, He ts certainly most forgiving to 
those who turn repeatedly to Him [seeking His 


mercy]. (25) 


Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the 
needy and the traveller in need. Do not squander 
_your substance wastefully, (26) 


Jor the wasteful squanderers are Satan’s brothers, 
and Satan has always been ungrateful to his 
Lord. 27) 
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But if you must turn aside from them in pursuit 
of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your 
Lord, then at least speak to them kindly. (28) 


Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain 
shackled to your neck, nor stretch it out fully to 
the utmost limit, lest you find yourself beng 
blamed or reduced to destitution. (29) 


Your Lord gies in abundance, or m scant 
measure, to whom He wills. He zs indeed fully 
aware of all His servants, and sees them all. 30) 


Do not kill your children for fear of want. It is 
We who shall provide for them and for you. To 
Rill them is indeed a great sin. (31) 


Do not come near adultery. It is indeed an 
abomination and an evil way. (32) 


Do not Rill anyone, for God has forbidden 
killing, except in [The pursuit of] justice. If anyone 
is slan wrongfully, We hae gwen lis her 
authority [to seek just retribution). He fie. the 
heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity i 
[retributive] killing. He is given help. (33) 


Do not come near the property of an orphan 
before he comes of age, except with the best of 
intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you 
will be called to account for all that you promise. 
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(34) 


And give full measure whenever you measure, 
and weigh with accurate scales. That ts fair, and 
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Do not walk on earth with an air of self-conceit; 
for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can 
_you rival the mountains in height. (ST) 


AU this is evil: odious in your Lord’s sight. (38) 


These [injunctions] are but a part of the wisdom 
with which your Lord has inspired you. Do not 
set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be 
cast into hell, blamed and reected. (39) 
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Overview 


In the preceding passage, which comprises the first 21 verses of the surah, the rules 
of action and reward, guidance and error, earnings and reckoning are linked to the 
great universal law that governs the succession of night and day. In the current 
passage, the rules for behaviour, manners, individual and social duties are linked to 
belief in God’s oneness. Indeed this belief provides the essential tie to which all other 
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ties are linked, within the family, community and humanity as a whole. 


In the previous passage we learnt that the Qur’an “shows the way to that which is 
most upright.” We have also been told that God has most clearly ‘spelled out 
everything.’ In this new passage, the surah gives us an outline of the commandments 
and prohibitions which demarcate the way to the most upright standards. They spell 
out in detail some rules of behaviour, telling us of permissible or prohibited 
practices. 


This new passage begins with a commandment that prohibits the association of 
partners with God. It declares God’s clear order that worship must be addressed to 
Him alone. This is followed by an outline of duties and obligations, such as 
maintaining kindness to one’s parents, being generous without extravagance to 
relatives, the needy and travellers in need. It also prohibits killing one’s offspring, 
adultery and murder under any circumstances. Further commandments make it clear 
that believers must take good care of orphans, ensuring that whatever property they 
have is well looked after, and that they must fulfil their pledges and promises. They 
should also conduct their transactions in fairness, giving due weight and measure, 
and they must endeavour to establish and maintain the truth. They are commanded 
not to behave arrogantly in any situation. The passage concludes with a warning 
against associating partners with God. Thus all the commandments and prohibitions 
are given between the opening and ending of the passage, clearly attached to the 
basic belief in God’s oneness which provides the firm foundation of human life as 
indeed all life. 


Kindness to Parents 


“Do not set up any deity side by side with God, lest you find yourself disgraced, forsaken.” 
(Verse 22) This is a commandment forbidding the association of partners with God 
and a warning against the results it brings about. Although it is a general order, it is 
nonetheless addressed to each individual so that everyone feels it is personally 
issued to them. Believing is a personal matter for which every individual is 
responsible for themselves. The outcome that awaits anyone who deviates from the 
path of believing in God’s oneness is such that they find themselves ‘disgraced’ by 
the foul deed, ‘forsaken’, without support. Whoever is deprived of God’s support is 
forsaken, no matter how numerous his supporters are. The Arabic description, 
fataq-uda madhmuman makhdhula, is especially graphic: in place of lest you find yourself, 
read, ‘lest you sit’. This aptly describes the person who finds such disgrace too 
shameful that it weighs heavily on him and he sits down forsaken, weak, unable to 
stand and powerless. The description also suggests that this state is permanent 
because ‘sitting down in disgrace’ suggests there is no action to change the situation. 
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“Your Lord has ordained that you shall worship none but Him.” (Verse 23) This order to 
offer all worship to God alone follows the one prohibiting the association of partners 
with God. It takes the form of a decisive ruling to be implemented without fail, by all 
mankind. The term, gada, used in the Arabic text and translated as ‘ordained’, 
signifies a final verdict imparting additional emphasis to an already emphatic order 
that also uses the construction of a negation and exception: “You shall worship none 
but Him.” The mode is one of total emphasis and stress. When this basic ruling is well 
established, individual and community duties are outlined. These rely on a firm 
belief in the One God. Hence, motives and goals behind actions and practices work 
towards the same end. 


The most important bond next to that of faith is the family. Hence the surah links 
kindness to parents with the worship of God, in order to emphasize its importance in 
God's sight: 


And that you must be kind to your parents. Should one of them, or both, attain to old 
age in your care, never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them, but always speak gently and 
kindly to them, and spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness, and say, 
My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when I 
was a child.’ (Verses 23-24) 


With inspirational expression that is full of tenderness the Qur'àn enhances our 
feelings of compassion towards our parents. As life goes on, its momentum carries 
the living and focuses our attention on what lies ahead, on our own children, the new 
generation. Rarely are we motivated to look back and attend to the former generation 
of parents, who represent a life that is already on the decline. Hence, as sons and 
daughters we need a strong charge of conscience so that we will look hack and take 
care of our mothers and fathers. 


Parents are naturally motivated to look after their children, sacrificing everything 
in the process, even when the sacrifice includes them personally. An early green 
shoot absorbs every particle of nutrition in its seed to leave it as dust, and a chic eats 
up everything in the egg, leaving only the shell. Similarly, children take up all their 
parents' vigour, health, effort and attention, leaving them in the weakness of old age, 
yet happy to have given their children everything they could give. But children soon 
forget all this and move ahead, caring more for their spouses and own offspring. This 
is the natural course of life. 


Thus parents do not need any encouragement to be kind to their children. It is the 
children who need to be reminded of their duty towards the generation that has 
become dry, in need of tender care, after having spent most of its vitality in bringing 
up their young. Hence, the divine command to take good care of parents comes in 


119 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | A CODE BASED ON JUSTICE 


the form of a ruling from God, following immediately after the command to worship 
God alone. 


The surah then imparts an air of tenderness to the whole atmosphere. It engenders 
memories of childhood, of compassion, love and tender care: “Should one of them, or 
both, attain to old age in your care...,” (Verse 23) Old age commands veneration, and the 
weakness of the elderly imparts certain feelings. Use of the phrase, ‘in your care’, 
describes an elderly person weakened by advancing years needing shelter and care. 
Hence, sons and daughters are told: “Never say ‘Ugh’ to them or chide them.” (Verse 23) 
This is the first step in taking care of one’s parents and being kindly to them. Sons 
and daughters must never use words which suggest their being vexed or bothered by 
their parents, or say anything that betrays disrespect. On the contrary, they must 
“always speak gently and kindly to them.” (Verse 23) This is a higher and more positive 
step. What sons and daughters say to their parents must always be coupled with 
genuine respect. 


“And spread over them humbly the wings of your tenderness.” (Verse 24) At this point 
the Qur’an uses very tender words to touch our hearts and consciences. Mercy and 
compassion are so heightened that they border on humility, making the son and 
daughter too respectful to look their parents straight in the face, but willing to obey 
them. It is as if such tenderness spreads wings over one’s parents. This is followed by 
a prayer: “My Lord, bestow on them Your grace, even as they reared and nurtured me when 
I was a child." (Verse 24) 


The prayer recalls the care and love, exercised by parents for vulnerable children. 
Yet now it is the parents themselves who are similarly weak and in need of tender, 
loving care. Hence, the address to God to bestow His grace on them. Indeed His 
grace is far greater, and His care is much more wide-ranging. He is better able to 
reward them for their kindness, while their children can never repay them for it. A 
hadith mentions that “a man was carrying his mother while he was doing the tawaf 
lie. the obligatory walk around the Ka'bah] during pilgrimage. He asked the 
Prophet whether he had discharged his duty towards her. The Prophet said, “No, not 
even for a single deep sigh." 


This hadith speaks of a mother so weakened she was no longer able to walk in 
order to fulfil her religious duty of tawaf. Her son carried her so that she could fulfil 
that duty, just like a mother carries her child when it is very young. However, that is 
far from fulfilling a mother’s claim against her children, which is constituted by the 
constant care she took of them, with every breath of her life. 


Since all feelings, actions and reactions are related to faith in the context of the 
surah, it adds a final comment, referring all matters to God who knows people’s 
intentions and what lies behind words and actions: “Your Lord knows best what is in 
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your hearts. If you are righteous, He is certainly Most Forgiving to those who turn repeatedly 
to Him [seeking His mercy].” (Verse 25) 


Coming as it does immediately before a range of orders, duties and standards, this 
verse serves as a guideline for everything we say or do. It also leaves the door open 
for anyone who makes a mistake or falls short of expectations to declare his 
repentance and seek forgiveness. When a person’s heart is set on the right track, the 
door to forgiveness remains open. The verse mentions in particular those who turn 
back to God every time they slip or make a mistake. 


Kindness to All 


The surah proceeds to include all relatives and the need to be kindly to them, 
adding also the needy and travellers who may find themselves in difficulty. It 
expands on family relations so as to include all human bonds in their broadest sense: 


Give to the near of kin their due, and also to the needy and the traveller in need. Do 
not squander your substance wastefully, for the wasteful squanderers are Satan’s 
brothers, and Satan has always been ungrateful to his Lord. But if you must turn 
aside from them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, 
then at least speak to them kindly. (Verses 26-28) 


The Qur’an makes it clear that the near of kin, the needy and stranded travellers 
have a right against us which may only be discharged by financial assistance. This 
does not come as a favour which one person does to another; it is rather a duty 
imposed by God and associated with worshipping Him alone. When we fulfil this 
duty we are only discharging our responsibility, and cultivating a close relationship 
between ourselves and those to whom we give. The giver has no favour against the 
recipient, because he is only fulfilling a duty towards God. 


The Qur’an speaks strongly against squandering, which is defined as spending 
one’s money in the wrong way. Mujahid says that if one spends all one’s money for 
rightful purposes, one is not a squanderer, but if one spends a small amount in the 
wrong way, then one is. Thus, it is not the amount which one spends, but the 
purpose for which one spends it. Hence, squanderers are indeed Satan’s brothers 
because they spend their money for evil purposes, and to finance their disobedience 
of God. This makes them Satan’s cronies. It must be remembered that “Satan has 
always been ungrateful to his Lord.” (Verse 27) Both Satan and those who squander do 
not fulfil their duty of appreciating God’s favours, which means that they should use 
it only in purposes that earn God’s pleasure, doing His bidding and refraining from 
anything He has forbidden. 


121 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | A CODE BASED ON JUSTICE 


When a person does not have the means to do his duty by relatives, the needy and 
stranded travellers, and he finds it embarrassing to meet them face to face, he should 
turn to God praying to Him to give him good provisions and to provide for those in 
need. At the same time, he should promise the needy that he will give to them 
whenever his means improve. At the same time, he should speak to them kindly. He 
must not be bored with them, nor should he remain silent and so embarrass them. A 
kind word serves a good purpose and opens up hope: “But if you must turn aside from 
them in pursuit of an act of kindness you hope to receive from your Lord, then at least speak 
to them kindly.” (Verse 28) 


Within the context of prohibiting the squandering of money, the Qur’an orders 
moderation in all spending: “Do not be miserly, allowing your hand to remain shackled to 
your neck, nor stretch it out fully to the utmost limit, lest you find yourself being blamed or 
reduced to destitution.” (Verse 29) Striking a proper balance is the Islamic rule. To 
move to either extreme leads to imbalance. The verse employs subtle imagery to 
enhance the intended meaning. It paints miserliness as a hand tied up to one’s neck, 
while a spendthrift is shown as one with hands stretched out completely, unable to 
hold on to anything. The end of miserliness and the end of squander is drawn as a 
person sitting down, facing blame, powerless. It implies a position of weakness like 
that which makes an animal refuse to move. This applies to the miserly person 
whose miserliness weakens him to the point of inaction, and to the spendthrift who 
finds himself deprived of all power. Both are blamed in the end, one for stinginess, 
the other for squandering. The best attitude is a middle of the road one, tilting 
neither towards a tight fist nor towards careless extravagance. 


The order to seek a middle course is followed with a comment stating that the 
provider for all is God, and it is He who may give abundant provisions or may give 
only in a tight measure. Yet the One who gives to all is the One who orders a middle 
course: “Your Lord gives in abundance, or in scant measure, to whom He wills. He is indeed 
fully aware of all His servants, and sees them all.” (Verse 30) Whichever way He gives to 
any one of His servants is determined on the basis of His wisdom. He commands all 
to follow a course of moderation, prohibiting both extremes of miserliness and 
careless extravagance on the basis of His perfect knowledge of what is most suitable 
for all His servants at all times. It is He who has revealed the Qur’an to always guide 
along the straight path. 


Setting Values Right 


As the Qur’an makes this statement clear, it follows it with reference to the fact 
that some people in pre-Islamic days used to kill their daughters for fear of want and 
poverty. It then adds a clear order prohibiting the killing of children for any such 
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reason. Since God is the One who determines the means people have, there is no 
connection, then, between poverty and the number or sex of the children they have. 
The matter is fully in God’s hands. When people purge their thoughts of the false 
notion of any direct relationship between poverty and having children, and when 
they adopt the correct concept in this regard, there is no reason for that ghastly crime 
which flies in the face of human nature and the right to life: “Do not kill your children 
for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for you. To kill them is indeed a great 
sin.” (Verse 31) 


When people adopt false beliefs, these beliefs affect their everyday lives. The effect 
is not confined to the adoption of wrong notions or the offering of worship rituals. 
On the other hand, purging faith from any false notion does have a positive effect on 
feelings, behaviour and social life generally. The fact that people in pre-Islamic 
Arabia used to bury their daughters alive provides a clear case of how far religious 
beliefs can affect human life so as to establish such horrendous crime as an 
acceptable social norm. It testifies to the fact that life is affected by the sort of beliefs 
people adopt. Indeed faith cannot remain isolated from human life. 


A word should be said here about the meticulous care the Qur’anic style reflects in 
its usage. In this particular verse we note that the provision for offspring is 
mentioned before provision for parents. In Surah 6, Cattle or al An am, it is provision 
for parents which comes first: “We provide for you and for them.” (6: 151) The usage in 
both cases is related to the different emphasis they have. Here the verse is translated 
as: “Do not kill your children for fear of want. It is We who shall provide for them and for 
you. To kill them is indeed a great sin.” (Verse 31) The verse in Surah 6 reads as follows: 
“Do not kill your children because of your poverty: We provide for you and for them.” (6: 
151) It is clear that this surah is referring to the killing of children from fear that their 
presence will lead to poverty. Hence, providing for children is mentioned first. In 
Surah 6, the children are killed because of their parents’ actual poverty. Hence, the 
provision for parents is mentioned first. Thus every little Qur’anic detail, even 
putting something first on one occasion and second on another is for a definite 
reason. 


Adultery Outlawed 


The prohibition of killing children is followed by a prohibition against adultery:? 
“Do not come near adultery. It is indeed an abomination and an evil way.” (Verse 32) There 
is a definite link between the killing of children and adultery. We find that the 
prohibition of adultery here intervenes between the prohibition of killing one’s 


? The Arabic word zinā, translated here as ‘adultery’, refers to sexual intercourse outside wedlock, 
regardless of whether the man or the woman is married. Thus, it includes fornication. — Editor’s note. 
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children and that of killing oneself. This takes into account the link to which we are 
here referring. 


Adultery represents killing in various ways. It is a killing because it wastes life 
matter as it puts it in the wrong place. It is often followed by a desire to get rid of its 
natural consequences through abortion or infanticide. If the child is spared and 
allowed to live, it is abandoned to a life of misery and deprivation, which is a killing 
in a different form. Moreover, it is a killing of the community because family 
relations are thus lost, and blood ties are confused. People will have little trust that 
the children they bring up are their own. Thus community relations become 
weakened and the spirit of the community more or less dies. 


Adultery may also be described as a killing of the community for a different 
reason. The ease which it provides for the fulfilment of sexual desires makes 
marriage a redundant institution, and the family an unnecessary responsibility. We 
must not forget that the family provides the proper home where the young should be 
reared, and where sound human nature is consolidated. It is the home where sound 
upbringing can be ensured for boys and girls alike. 


Throughout history, every community that allowed immorality to spread saw its 
own decline brought about. Some people may feel that this is not true, looking at the 
fact that Europe and the United States continue to enjoy power despite the fact that 
immorality is widespread there. Yet the results of such loose morality are now 
apparent in older nations, such as France. As for new nations like the US, it may take 
some time yet before such effects are visible. The case is like that of a young man 
who gives rein to his desire. The effects may not manifest themselves when he is 
young, but as he grows older, his decline is rapid. 


The Qur'àn even warns against ‘coming near’ to adultery, in order to give stronger 
emphasis that it is something to guard against. Since adultery is committed to satisfy 
a strong desire, steering away from it is safer. When adultery is made easy, resisting 
it becomes that much harder. Hence Islam takes appropriate preventive measures. It 
dislikes the mixing of the two sexes where it is unnecessary, forbids that a man stay 
with a woman in a closed place, and prohibits the indecent appearance of women 
when they go out or attend social functions. It encourages marriage and recommends 
fasting for those who cannot marry. It disapproves of all types of barriers that 
prevent people from getting married such as exorbitant dowries. It makes it clear that 
no one should ever fear poverty as a result of having children, and encourages its 
followers to provide help to those who wish to marry in order to preserve their 
chastity. It also prescribes very severe punishments for the crimes of adultery and 
false accusations of adultery against others, without providing proper evidence to 
support the same. Such measures are taken in order to prevent the Muslim 
community from throwing itself on the slippery road to decline. 
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A Peaceful Community 


The surah follows this with a prohibition of killing anyone, except for a valid 
reason: “Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice. 
If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir authority [to seek just retribution]. He 
[i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given help.” 
(Verse 33) 


Islam is a religion which preserves life and ensures peace. Hence it considers the 
killing of any human being to be a crime of the highest order, ranking next to 
associating partners with God. It is God who gives life. Hence, no one can take life 
away except by God’s permission and within the limits which He has allowed. Every 
human life has a sanctity which cannot be violated. The limits which God has 
allowed for the infliction of capital punishment are very clear. They are not subject to 
any influence by prejudice or personal view. A highly authentic hadith related by al- 
Bukhari and Muslim quotes the Prophet as saying: “No Muslim person who bears 
witness that there is no deity other than God and that Muhammad is God’s 
Messenger may be killed except for one of three reasons: a life for a life, a married 
adulterer and a rebel who renounces his faith and abandons his community.” 


The first of these three legitimate ways to inflict capital punishment ensures fair 
retribution. It allows the killing of one person in order to guarantee life for many 
others. God tells us that “There is life for you, men of understanding, in this law of just 
retribution, so that you may remain God-fearing.” (2: 179) Human life is thus preserved 
by stopping those who are intent on assaulting and killing others for no reason. 
When someone intent on killing another realizes that just retribution will make him 
pay for his ghastly crime with his own life, he will stop short of killing. Again there is 
life for the community as the law of just retribution stops the relatives of the victim 
from vengeance killing, which often goes beyond just killing the offender. When 
vengeance killing is allowed free reign it leads to the killing of innocent people as the 
family feud ensues. On the contrary, just retribution gives security to all, making 
sure that no one other than the offender is threatened. Thus, everyone goes about his 
life in peace and security. 


The second reason for executing an offender is to prevent the spread of immorality 
which threatens the life of the community, as we have already explained. 


The third justification seeks to repel spiritual corruption which leads to chaos 
within the Muslim community, threatens its peace and security and destroys the 
system God has chosen for it. The one who rebels, renouncing his faith and 
abandoning his community condemns himself by his own action. He adopted Islam 
by choice, under no compulsion, and became a member of the community, aware of 
its secrets. Hence, when he abandoned it, his action constituted a threat to it. Had he 
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remained a non-Muslim, no one would have compelled him to adopt Islam. Indeed 
Islam would have ensured that he remained safe and secure if he belonged to 
another divine religion, or that he was protected and given safe conduct to reach his 
own community if he was a pagan. This represents complete fairness with those who 
belong to any faith other than Islam. 


“Do not kill anyone, for God has forbidden killing, except in [the pursuit of] justice.” 
(Verse 33) These are the only three reasons which justify capital punishment in 
Islamic law. Otherwise any killing is considered wrongful, bringing other provisions 
of Islamic law into operation: “If anyone is slain wrongfully, We have given his heir 
authority [to seek just retribution]. He [i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in 
[retributive] killing. He is given help.” (Verse 33) Thus wrongful killing gives the 
victim’s heir, or his next of kin, an authority to seek the implementation of the law of 
just retribution. It is up to the next of kin to demand that the killer pays with his life 
for his crime, or to spare his life in return for the payment of blood money, or to 
forgive the offender altogether, demanding no compensation. This authority over the 
killer is given to the victim’s next of kin because he is in possession of the killer’s 
blood, as it were. 


In return for this authority, Islam prohibits the victim’s relatives from going too 
far in exercising their authority. This may take the form of exceeding their limits, 
killing others in addition to the actual killer of their relative. This is the way 
vengeance killing works in non-Islamic communities where the killer’s close relatives 
may be murdered in revenge. They may be free of all guilt, but they are killed simply 
because they are relatives of the first killer. Another aspect of exceeding one’s limits 
is to disfigure the killer when his life is taken in just retribution. The victim’s next of 
kin may insist on the killer being executed, but he has no justification to resort to 
disfigurement, which is totally prohibited in Islam. 


"He [i.e. the heir] must not exceed the bounds of equity in [retributive] killing. He is given 
help.” (Verse 33) That help is given in the fact that God’s law judges in his favour and 
the ruling authorities ensure that justice is done. Hence, he is required to remain 
within the confines of justice so that he receives the help he needs in order to obtain 
what rightfully belongs to him. 


Giving the next of kin of a murder victim authority to exact just retribution, and 
assuring him of the help of the law and the authorities, constitutes a fair response to 
the demands of human nature. Relatives may be highly agitated, and even blinded 
by their desire for revenge. In their anger they may lash out against the innocent. But 
when they realize that God has given them authority to exact just retribution, and 
that they may demand that the killer should pay with his life for his crime, and that 
the ruler is required to help them achieve justice, they may well be pacified. This 
makes it easier for them to stop at the proper legal limits in this case. They are 
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assured of justice. 


It is inappropriate to require people to go beyond their nature so as to stifle their 
burning desire for revenge. Islam acknowledges this fact and meets the demands of 
human nature in a way which ensures safety for the individual and the community. 
It does not try to impose forgiveness and reconciliation by force. Indeed it urges such 
forgiveness and clearly makes it the better option, assigning rich reward for 
forgiveness but only after it states legal rights. Thus the relatives of a murdered 
person may seek punishment of the killer, or they may pardon him. That they have 
the option is more likely to encourage them to forgive. To try to force forgiveness 
could be counterproductive. It could even make them more violent in seeking 
retribution. 


Perfect Honesty 


Having completed its instructions concerning the sanctity of people’s honour and 
life, the surah tackles the question of orphans’ property and the requirement of 
fulfilling one’s promises and pledges towards them: 


Do not come near the property of an orphan before he comes of age, except with the 
best of intentions. Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all 
that you promise. (Verse 34) 


Islam makes it clear that a Muslim’s life, honour and property are to be protected 
and preserved. The Prophet says: “Everything that belongs to a Muslim is forbidden 
to be taken away by another: his blood, honour and property.” [Related by al- 
Bukhari, Muslim, Malik and Aba Dawtd and al-Tirmidhi] The surah, however, 
makes a special case concerning the property of an orphan, ensuring its full 
protection. It forbids the mere coming near it except for what is best for the orphan. 
That is because an orphan is too weak to manage his property or defend it against 
assault. Hence, the Muslim community is required to take proper care of the orphan 
and his property until he comes of age and is able to take care of his own affairs. 


An important point to be noted in connection with all these instructions is that 
matters which an individual needs to implement in person, as an individual, are 
phrased in the singular form. By contrast, the instructions that are addressed to the 
Muslim community are given in the plural. Thus we see that orders to be kind to 
parents, to be charitable to relatives, the needy and stranded travellers, and to refrain 
from extravagance, maintain a middle way between being tight-fisted and 
spendthrift, to ascertain the truth in every situation and refrain from showing 
arrogance and conceit, are all given in the singular form. This is due to the fact that 
responsibility in these areas is shouldered by the individual. On the other hand, the 
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plural form is used to express the instructions prohibiting the killing of children, 
adultery, and homicide, and those concerning the protection of an orphan’s property, 
honouring promises and pledges, and giving fair weight and measure, because these 
concern the community as a whole. 


Here we see that the order not to come near the property of an orphan, except 
with the best of intentions, is given in the plural in order to make the whole 
community responsible for the protection of orphans and their property. It is then a 
collective responsibility. 


Looking after an orphan's property is an act of trust which constitutes a pledge by 
the whole community. Hence, it is followed with an order to honour all promises 
and pledges: “Be true to all your promises, for you will be called to account for all that you 
promise.” (Verse 34) God will certainly question people about their promises and will 
hold to account anyone who is in breach of any trust or pledge. Islam attaches great 
importance to the fulfilment of promises and pledges and to being true to one’s trust 
because this is the essence of honesty and integrity, both personal and social. In fact, 
fulfilment of promises and honouring trust is mentioned in various ways and forms 
in the Qur’an and hadith, both with regard to pledges given to people or to God, by 
the individual, community or state, ruler or ruled. In practice, Islam has set an 
example for such fulfilment which humanity has never seen except under Islamic 
rule. 


Just Weight and Measure 


The code of conduct the surah outlines also speaks about fairness in commercial 
dealings: 


And give full measure whenever you measure, and weigh with accurate scales. That is 
fair, and best in the end. (Verse 35) 


The relevance of fulfilling promises and giving fair and full measure and weight is 
readily apparent, both in meaning and expression. This makes the progress from one 
to the other easy and smooth. To be fair in transactions and to give full weight and 
measure are actions which mark honest dealing and good faith. Thus internal 
dealings within the community are set on the right footing which promotes trust and 
honesty, and ensures blessings all round: “That is fair, and best in the end.” (Verse 35) It 
is good in this life as it maintains fairness, and better in the hereafter as it ensures 
good reward. 


The Prophet (peace be upon him) said: “Anyone who is able to secure unlawful 
gain yet abandons this for no reason other than fearing God will certainly receive 
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from God what is better than such gain here in this life, before they receive their 
reward in the life to come.” 


Giving in to greed and stinginess in weight and measure betrays meanness and 
dishonesty which destroys trust within the community. It leads to poor trading, and 
a lack of blessings and trust in the community. This is bound to have repercussions 
on individuals who find themselves losers after they had thought to gain through 
selling people short. Whatever gain they may make is superficial and short- lived. 
Stagnation of trade, which is a by-product of such stinting, is certain to show its 
effects on individuals. 


This is a fact, recognized by far-sighted business people. They maintain honesty as 
a business principle not because of any ethical, moral or religious motive, but 
because they see from practical experience that it delivers much better gain. Thus one 
person may be fair in business and give full weight and measure for practical and 
trade reasons while another does the same as part of implementing his religious 
convictions. The difference between the two is that the latter gets all the benefits 
received by the former in addition to maintaining a clear conscience and looking 
towards higher horizons. He benefits by a much broader vision of life. This clearly 
shows that Islam fulfils the objectives of practical life while building its wider 
concepts and happier environment. 


Accountability for All Actions 


A basic characteristic of the Islamic faith is that it is straightforward, clear and 
transparent. Nothing is permitted on the basis of suspicion, myth or unsubstantiated 
impression: 


Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge. Man's ears, eyes and heart shall 
all be called to account. (Verse 36) 


These few words establish a complete method for the human mind and heart, 
incorporating the scientific approach that humanity has begun to apply only 
recently. It adds, however, honesty and fear of God. This is an advantage Islam adds 
over cold rational approaches that are devoid of spirituality. 


Making certain of every report, action or situation before passing a judgement 
concerning it is the essence of the Qur'anic approach. When hearts and minds 
faithfully follow this approach, there remains no room for superstition in matters of 
faith, or for suspicion in legal affairs. What is more is that there is no room for 
theoretical assumptions or superficial conclusions in science and research. 


Scientific integrity which, in modern times, people unreservedly praise is no more 
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than the conscientious integrity which the Qur'àn establishes as a requirement to be 
accounted for. The Qur’an makes everyone responsible and accountable for their 
hearing, seeing and feelings in front of God who has given them their ears, eyes and 
hearts. This is the integrity and honesty of senses, heart and mind. Man is 
accountable for all these and the organs themselves will be questioned about their 
actions on the Day of Judgement. When we consider the magnitude of this 
responsibility, we are overwhelmed because it applies to every word we say and 
every judgement we make. 


“Do not pursue that of which you have no knowledge.” (Verse 36) Certain knowledge 
must be the only basis for judgement or conviction. Whatever is not certain must 
never constitute such a basis. In an authentic hadith, the Prophet is quoted as saying: 
“Refrain from assumption, for assumption is the basis of the worst lies.” Another 
hadith related by Aba Dawid quotes the Prophet as saying: “It is indeed a bad 
practice for a man to always begin his statements with, ‘it is claimed.” In another 
hadith the Prophet said: “The worst falsehood is that a man makes his eyes see what 
they have not seen.” 


Thus we see how Qur’anic verses and aliadith combine to establish such a complete 
and integrated system which requires the mind to make certain of its grounds for 
any judgement it makes. But Islam does not stop at this. It also requires the heart to 
make sure of its basis for whatever thoughts or feelings it entertains. Thus people 
must ascertain every detail, circumstance and factor before making any judgement or 
arriving at any conclusion. This is a practical fulfilment of the Qur’anic statement 
made earlier in this surah: “Surely this Qur’an shows the way to that which is most 
upright.” (Verse 9) 


These orders and instructions that are closely linked to the faith based on God’s 
oneness are concluded with an order prohibiting conceit and arrogance: “Do not walk 
on earth with an air of self-conceit; for you cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival 
the mountains in height.” (Verse 37) When man is devoid of belief in God, the Creator 
who has power over all creation, he may feel himself too powerful or admirable on 
account of his wealth, power or beauty. If only he remembers that whatever blessing 
he enjoys is granted to him by God and that he is powerless in front of God, he will 
see how misplaced his conceit is and so refrain from such arrogance. 


The Qur'àn puts the conceited and arrogant face to face with their humbleness and 
powerlessness: “You cannot rend the earth asunder, nor can you rival the mountains in 
height.” (Verse 37) Physically man is small and insignificant, particularly when 
compared to giant creation. But he is strong when he relies on God’s power, 
honourable with His honour, and noble with His spirit which God has breathed into 
him. God has given man all this so that he always remembers and remains conscious 
of Him. 
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Such humility which the Qur’an calls upon people to adopt, decrying at the same 
time all types of conceit, is a mark of maintaining proper relations with God and 
one’s fellow human beings, and a proper personal and social attitude. No one 
abandons such good manners except the petty and the conceited. Such people are 
disliked by God because they overlook His favours which they enjoy, and are hated 
by human beings for their arrogance. The Prophet is reported to have said: “Whoever 
maintains humility for God’s sake, God will elevate him. Thus he looks humbly at 
himself but people look at him with respect. By contrast, God humiliates an arrogant 
person so as he rates himself highly while people look down upon him. Indeed he 
may be more disliked by people than a dog or a pig.”4 


As we have seen, these instructions are mainly concerned with prohibiting evil 
action and improper behaviour. Their outline concludes with declaring God’s 
disapproval of them: "All this is evil; odious in your Lord's sight." (Verse 38) This serves 
as a summary and reminder that commandments are issued by God alone. The 
reason for prohibition is God's dislike of such evil. No mention is made here of good 
matters which Islam orders to be practised or maintained. It is the prohibitions that 
are outlined in this code of conduct which the surah gives in detail. 


This outline of the Islamic code of conduct is brought to an end by showing its 
details again linked to faith in God’s oneness, which was also stated at the outset of 
this passage. This is coupled with a warning against associating partners with God. 
Furthermore, we are told that this code is only a part of the wisdom to which the 
Qur’an guides people: “These [injunctions] are but a part of the wisdom with which your 
Lord has inspired you. Do not set up any deity alongside God, lest you should be cast into 
hell, blamed and rejected.” (Verse 39) 


Thus the ending is akin to the opening, with both emphasizing the basis on which 
Islam builds its structure for human life, namely, the concept of God’s oneness. For it 
is to God that all worship should be addressed. 





4 This hadith is cited by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on the Qur'àn. 
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God: The One and 
Glorious 


Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] 
sons and taken for Himself daughters from 
among the angels? That which you utter is indeed 
an enormity. (40) 


We have certainly explained things in various 
ways in this Ouran, so that they may take it to 
heart, but it only increases their aversion. (41) 


Say: Tf there were other deities alongside Him, as 
some people assert, they would have to seek a way 
to the Lord of the Throne.’ (42) 


Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely 
exalted is He above everything they may say 
[about Him]. (43) 


The seven heavens extol Has limitless glory, as 
does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed 
every single thing extols His glory and praise, but 
you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed 


Forbearing, Much Forgiving. (44) 
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When you read the Ouran, We place an 
invisible barrier between you and those who do not 
believe in the life to come. (45) 


We cast a veil over their hearts which makes 
them unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears 
We make deaf. And so, when you mention your 
Lord in the Quran as the One and only God, 
they turn their backs in aversion. (46) 


We are fully aware of what they are listening for 
when they listen to you, and what they say when 
they speak to each other in private. The 
wrongdoers say: The man you follow ts certainly 
bewitched.’ (47) 


See to what they ken you. They bave certainly 
gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to 
the truth]. (48) 


They say: When we are bones and dust, shall we 
be raised to [ffe again as a new creation?’ (49) 


Say: Be you stones or iron, (50) 
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or some other form of creation which, fo your 
minds, appears even harder [to bring fo. ffe]. 
They will say: Who ts it that will bring us back 
[to life]? Say: He who created you the first time.’ 
Thereupon they shake their heads [in disbelief) 
and ask: When will this be?’ Say: Tt may very 
well be near at hand. (51) 


On that day He will call you, and you will 
answer by praising Him, thinking that you 
stayed on earth but a very short while.’ (52) 


Tell My servants that they should abvays say that 
which is best. Satan tries to sow discord bebveen 
them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe. (53) 


Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He 
so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if 
He so wills, He will inflict punishment on you. 

We have not sent you, Prophet, to be their 
guardian. (54) 


Your Lond is fully amare of all beings that are in 
the heavens and earth. Indeed We have exalted 
some of the Prophets above others, just as We 
gave the Psalms to David. (55) 
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Say: ‘Call on those whom you claim |to be gods] 
besides Him, but they have no power to remove 
any affliction from you, nor can they shift i.’ (56) 
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Overview 


The second passage of this surah, discussed in Chapter 2, starts and finishes with a 
strong emphasis on God’s oneness and the prohibition of associating any partners 
with Him. Within its two ends, it contains a number of orders, prohibitions and 
values that are all based on the central principle of God’s oneness. The present 
passage begins and ends with the denunciation of the very concept of assigning a son 
or a partner to God, explaining its absurdity. It states that the whole universe 
functions on the basis of believing in God as one, having no partners: “Indeed every 
single thing extols His glory and praise.” (Verse 44) It stresses the fact that all shall 
return to God in the life to come, and that God knows everything about all creatures 
in the heavens and earth. 


He is the One who controls the destinies of all His creatures, and no one has any 
say about it: “If He so wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if He so wills, He will 
inflict punishment on you.” (Verse 54) 


As the passage goes on, we see the fallacy of all beliefs based on associating 
partners with God, and we watch how they collapse. We also see that God is the One 
who controls everything in this universe, this life and the life to come, what is visible 
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to us and what we do not see. We realize that it all addresses its praises, sincere and 
devoted to God alone. In such praises all creatures and living things take part. 


All Glorify Him 


Has your Lord distinguished you by [giving you] sons and taken for Himself 
daughters from among the angels? That which you utter is indeed an enormity. 
(Verse 40) 


This question implies a sarcastic response to what the unbelievers used to do, as 
they described the angels as God’s daughters. God is indeed too exalted to take to 
Himself a son or a wife, and He is too sublime to have any partner or associate. The 
verse also ridicules the assigning of daughters to God, when the Arabs considered 
girls to be of lesser status than boys. They indeed killed their daughters for fear of 
poverty or shame. Nevertheless they considered angels to be female and made them 
God’s daughters. When it is God who gives life and gives everyone their sons and 
daughters, how come He favours them with the better sons and takes to Himself the 
inferior daughters! 


This is stated merely for argument’s sake, so as to make apparent the hollowness 
and fallacy of their claims. The whole issue is too bizarre to merit any discussion: 
“That which you utter is indeed an enormity.” (Verse 40) It is enormously odd, 
impudent, false and outlandish. 


“We have certainly explained things in various ways in this Qur'an, so that they may take 
it to heart, but it only increases their aversion." (Verse 41) The Qur'àn preaches the faith 
of God's oneness, presenting it in a variety of ways, styles and methods, so that 
people may 'take warning'. Indeed accepting the faith based on God's oneness does 
not require more than a reminder and a reference to uncorrupted human nature. It 
only needs to reflect on the various signs presented in the universe. But they only 
grow in their aversion to this faith whenever they listen to the Qur'àn. They show 
that they are averse to the faith the Qur'àn preaches, and averse to the Qur'àn itself, 
lest it clearly show the fallacy of their erroneous beliefs based on myth and 
superstition. 


Here also the surah goes part of the way with them to make its argument about 
their alleged deities. It states that had such deities existed, they themselves would 
have tried to get closer to God and believe in Him: “Say: If there were other deities 
alongside Him, as some people assert, they would have to seek a way to the Lord of the 
Throne.”’ (Verse 42) As linguists tell us, the construction of the sentence means that 
the whole supposition is false. There are no deities alongside God. What they claim 
to be their gods are no more than some of His creatures, be they stars, human beings, 


136 


Al-Isra’ (The Night Journey) | GOD: THE ONE AND GLORIOUS 


animals, plants and trees or other inanimate objects. All these turn to God, 
submitting themselves to His will, in accordance with the law of nature. They find 
their way to God through their obedience to His will and His laws: “They would have 
to seek a way to the Lord of the Throne.” (Verse 42) 


Mention of the Throne here indicates God’s clear exaltation above all creatures, 
including those they claim to be deities alongside Him. They are below His Throne, 
which means that they cannot be ‘with Him’. This is followed by a clear statement 
glorifying God: “Limitless is He in His glory and sublimely exalted is He above everything 
they may say [about Him].” (Verse 43) 


The surah then portrays the whole universe, with all creatures living in it, under 
God’s Throne. They all turn to God glorifying Him: “The seven heavens extol His 
limitless glory, as does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols 
His glory and praise, but you cannot understand their praises. He is indeed Forbearing, 
Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) Every single particle in this vast universe shares in this 
glorification. Indeed it comes alive as it praises God and glorifies Him. The scene 
shows the whole universe full of life and activity, sharing in a single action, 
addressing God in His exalted nature in a glorification that implies submission to His 
will and acknowledgement of His authority over everything. 


Deaf Ears, Sealed Hearts 


It is a powerful and majestic scene in which we see every stone, large and small, 
every seed and leaf, every flower and fruit, every little shoot and every tree, every 
insect and reptile, every animal and human being, every creature that walks the 
earth, swims in the water or floats in the air, in short, all creatures in the whole 
universe glorifying God and turning to Him in submission. We are filled with awe as 
we sense that everything that comes within our vision or stays beyond it comes alive. 
“Whenever we stretch our hands out to touch something, and whenever we put our 
feet to step over something, we feel that it is alive, glorifying God. 


“Indeed every single thing extols His glory and praise,” in its own way and language. 
“But you [human beings] cannot understand their praises.” (Verse 44) Human beings are 
limited by their own constitution which has a clay origin. This debars them from 
understanding the praises of other creatures. Had they listened with their hearts, 
directing them to appreciate the subtle laws that operate in the universe and make 
everything, large or small, turn to the Creator of all, they would have appreciated 
something of that praise. When human souls are purified and when they hearken to 
every animate and inanimate object as it addresses its glorification to God alone, they 
are better prepared to be in contact with the Supreme Society. They are better able to 
understand the secrets of the universe than those who limit themselves to the 
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material world. 


“He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.” (Verse 44) These attributes of God are 
mentioned here because of what seems clear of people’s failing in their duties 
towards Him. Compared with this great show of submission to God in the whole 
universe, human beings seem to be in a singular position. Some associate partners 
with God, while others allege that He has daughters, and still others remain 
oblivious of their duty to praise and glorify Him. In fact human beings should have 
been the first among all creatures to acknowledge God, declare their submission to 
Him and extol His praises. Had it not been for God’s forbearance and forgiveness, 
He would have hastened their punishment. But He allows them time, reminds and 
admonishes them because “He is indeed Forbearing, Much Forgiving.’ 


The leaders of the Quraysh, the Prophet’s own tribesmen who rejected his call, 
tried hard to prevent their hearts and souls from responding positively to the truth of 
the Qur’an. As a result, God raised an invisible curtain between them and the 
Prophet, and placed coverings on their hearts preventing them from understanding 
it. Their ears were in a state similar to deafness, which meant that they could not 
understand its message. 


When you read the Qur’an, We place an invisible barrier between you and those who 
do not believe in the life to come. We cast a veil over their hearts which makes them 
unable to grasp its meaning, and their ears We make deaf. And so, when you mention 
your Lord in the Qur’an as the One and only God, they turn their backs in aversion. 
We are fully aware of what they are listening for when they listen to you, and what 
they say when they speak to each other in private. The wrongdoers say: "The man you 
follow is certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone 
astray and are unable to find a way back [to the truth]. (Verses 45-48) 


One report states that the elders of the Quraysh issued a general order telling 
everyone not to listen to the Qur'àn when they heard it being recited by Muslims. 
But the Qur'an had its attraction even to the most outspoken enemies of Islam. 
Protected by the cover of darkness, three of those elders, Abū Jahl, Abū Sufyān and 
al-Akhnas ibn Shariq sat just outside the Prophet's house, listening to the Qur'àn 
being recited from inside. Every one of them was on his own, thinking that no one 
would know about his action. As the day began to break, each took his way home, so 
that no one would find out. Soon, the three of them met. There was only one reason 
for their presence there at that particular time. Therefore they counselled each other 
against such action: "Should some of your followers see you," one of them said, "you 
would stir doubts in their minds." 


The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 
day. Again they counselled each other against their ‘irresponsible’ action. 
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Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s home 
and listen to the Qur’an. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 
themselves. One suggested that they should each give their word of honour not to 
return. This they did before going home. 


Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Shariq went to see Abt Sufyan at his home. He 
asked him what he thought about what he had heard Muhammad reciting. Aba 
Sufyan said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard 
things whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He 
then left and went to Abt Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. Abü Jahl's 
answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with himself and 
his interlocutor: “T will tell you about what I heard! We have competed with the clan 
of “Abd Manaf for honours: they fed the poor, and we did the same; they provided 
generous support to those who needed it and we did the same. When we were 
together on the same level, like two racehorses running neck and neck, they said that 
one of their number was a Prophet receiving revelations from on high! When can we 
attain such an honour? By God, we shall never believe in him.” 


It is abundantly clear then that these three elders were touched by the Qur'an, 
their souls attracted to its message, but they deliberately sealed their hearts to it. As a 
result, God placed between them and His Messenger a secret seal that could not be 
seen with the human eye, yet it is felt by the heart. Its effect was to ensure that they 
would not benefit by the presence of God’s Messenger among them and would not 
be guided by the Qur’an he recited. Thus, they would speak to each other about the 
beauty and the truth of the Qur’an but would pledge not to listen to it again. They 
might feel its power again and go out to listen to it anew, but they would remain 
determined to oppose it, and pledge a word of honour to stop listening to the Qur’an 
and its message that addresses both mind and heart. They felt that the message of 
God’s oneness, which is the central message of the Qur'àn, threatened their interests, 
privileges and pride: “And so, when you mention your Lord in the Qur'an as the One and 
only God, they turn their backs in aversion." (Verse 46) 


They were averse to the very principle of God's oneness because they felt that it 
threatened their social position based on the myths that prevailed in those dark ages. 
In fact, the elders of the Quraysh were too intelligent not to realize the hollow nature 
of their beliefs as compared with the profound faith of Islam. They could easily 
appreciate the superb nature of the Qur'àn. Indeed their very nature motivated them 
to listen to it, but their pride caused them to take a hostile attitude to it. Thus they 
even fabricated allegations against the Prophet to justify their opposition: "The 
wrongdoers say: "The man you follow is certainly bewitched." (Verse 47) 


Their very words carried an implicit recognition of the nature of the Qur'an. They 
realized deep inside that the Qur'àn was far too superior to be the word of a human 
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being. They felt that its superiority transcended the realm of human beings. They 
also felt that it penetrated their own feelings. Hence, they alleged that it was the 
word of a sorcerer. Thus they claimed that Muhammad was not speaking for himself, 
but by the power of magic. Had they been fair to him and to themselves, they would 
have acknowledged its divine nature. Indeed no human being and no other creature 
could have produced anything like the Qur'an. 


"See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone astray and are unable to find a way 
back [to the truth]." (Verse 48) They likened the Prophet to those who are bewitched 
when he was nothing like them. He was simply a Messenger chosen by God. As they 
made this analogy, they went astray. They could find no way ahead. They could not 
even justify their suspicions. 


Bringing the Dead Back to Life 


Such was what they said about the Qur'àn and the Messenger who recited it. They 
also denied resurrection and the life to come: 


They say: "When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 
creation?’ Say: “Be you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your 
minds, appears even harder [to bring to life]. ‘They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring 
us back [to life]?’ Say: “He who created you the first time.’ Thereupon they shake their 
heads [in disbelief] and ask: ‘When will this be?’ Say: ‘It may very well be near at 
hand. On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising Him, thinking 
that you stayed on earth but a very short while.’ (Verses 49-52) 


The concept of resurrection was the subject of a long controversy between the 
Prophet and the unbelievers. The Qur’an relates much of this argument. Yet the 
whole issue is very clear and simple for anyone who contemplates the nature of life 
and death, resurrection and the gathering of all creation. The Qur’an explains it in 
full on various occasions. Yet people could not take it in its simple and clear nature. 
They could not imagine how a person could be brought back to life after the body 
had decomposed: “They say: ‘When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again 
as a new creation?” (Verse 49) 


They simply did not reflect on the fact that there was a time when they were not 
alive, yet they were brought to life. Nor did they appreciate that the second 
origination is simpler than the first. They did not fully understand that, as far as God 
is concerned, nothing can be described as ‘easier’ or ‘more difficult’. Nor did they 
appreciate that the method of creation is the same in all cases. It is just that God 
issues His command for any creature to ‘Be’, and it comes into existence 
immediately. It is immaterial whether people consider something to be easy or 
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difficult. When God wants it to happen, it will, without fail. 


The reply comes in the form of an instruction to the Prophet to say to them: “Be 
you stones or iron, or some other form of creation which, to your minds, appears even harder 
[to bring to life].” (Verses 50-51) The bones and dust may still have some traces or 
memory of life, but iron and stones seem even further away from life. Hence they are 
told to be stones or iron or any other form that cannot ever be associated with life. 
Even if they are made of material that is least imagined to have life, God will bring 
them alive. They naturally cannot make themselves stones or iron or some other form 
of creation. This is given only by way of a challenge and reproach. Stones and iron 
have no feelings and cannot be inspired or influenced. This sounds as an implicit 
reference to their hardened nature. 


“They will say: ‘Who is it that will bring us back [to life]?" (Verse 51) Who is it that 
brings bones and dust, or even more lifeless objects, back to life? 'Say: 'He who created 
you the first time." (Verse 51) The answer puts the whole question into its proper 
perspective, which is both simple and direct. The One who originated them the first 
time is able to bring them back to life. Yet this reply is ignored: "Thereupon they shake 
their heads [in disbelief’.” (Verse 51) They simply shake their heads in disapproval, or 
even in ridicule. They try to make this sound too far fetched by asking: “When will 
this be?” (Verse 51) The Prophet is told to reply: “It may very well be near at hand.” 
(Verse 51) The Prophet does not know its exact timing, but it may very well be nearer 
than they think. They should fear then lest it happen when they are engaged in such 
opposition and ridicule. 


The surah then paints a speedy image of what happens when that event takes 
place, as it will indeed do: “On that day He will call you, and you will answer by praising 
Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” (Verse 52) The image 
shows those people who were bent on denying the resurrection rising up to respond 
to the call that brings them back to life. As they do, they praise God in clear terms. 
They have nothing else to say apart from praising God. This is a strange response 
from those who were dogged in their denial of resurrection and the Day of 
Judgement altogether. They simply rise, saying nothing except: “Praised be God, 
praised be God.” Thus this whole life is shown to be very brief, like a flickering light: 
“You will answer by praising Him, thinking that you stayed on earth but a very short while.” 
(Verse 52) 


Describing this life in this way is sure to belittle its importance in the minds of 
those to whom this address is made. It is a very short life. Nothing of its effects is of a 
lasting nature. It is no more than a brief moment that has passed, accompanied by a 
brief enjoyment. 
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Man’s Open Enemy 


After it has described their attitude of ridiculing God’s promise and the Prophet's 
message, the surah turns away from those who deny the life to come and 
resurrection. It has something to say about the believers, instructing the Prophet to 
direct them to say only what is best. They should always be in the habit of saying a 
good word: “Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best. Satan tries to 
sow discord between them. Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) 


“Tell My servants that they should always say that which is best.” It is a general order 
that applies in all situations and positions. They should choose the best to say. In this 
way they will be able to spoil Satan’s attempts to undermine the bond of mutual love 
that exists between them. Indeed he always tries to sow the seeds of discord between 
them, helped by an impolite word said by one person, followed by a similarly rude 
answer by another. Thus the atmosphere of love and brotherhood is spoilt, only to be 
replaced by an air of alienation, estrangement and even hostility. A good word 
always helps to clear the air and heal grievances. 


“Satan is indeed man’s open foe.” (Verse 53) He tries to build on every slip of a 
person’s tongue to spread an air of alienation between brothers. Good words simply 
foil his attempts and protect the bond of brotherhood among all believers. 


The surah then returns to those unbelievers who responded to the call to rise on 
the Day of Judgement. All destiny is in God’s hands: He may forgive or punish. They 
will have to face God’s judgement. The Prophet is no more than a Messenger. He is 
not their protector against God’s will: “Your Lord is fully aware of what you are. If He so 
wills, He will bestow His grace on you; and if so wills, He will inflict punishment on you. We 
have not sent you, Prophet, to be their guardian. Your Lord is fully aware of all beings that 
are in the heavens and earth.” (Verses 54-55) God’s knowledge is absolute. Whatever 
He may determine of punishment or forgiveness is based on His knowledge. The 
Prophet’s mission is completed when he has conveyed his message. God's 
knowledge encompasses all that is in heaven and earth, including the angels, 
prophets, human beings and jinn, as well as other creatures which are known only to 
God. 


Competition to Be Closer to God 


It is on the basis of this knowledge that He has exalted some prophets over others 
as He states here: “Indeed We have exalted some of the prophets above others.” (Verse 55) 
God alone knows the reasons behind this preference. As for the practical aspects of 
such exaltation and preference, these were discussed in commenting on verse 253 of 
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Surah 2, which also mentions this exaltation.’ 


“Justus We gave the Psalms to David.” (Verse 55) This is one example of what God 
may give to one of His prophets, and one of the aspects of exaltation. The fact is that 
revelation and scripture are more lasting than supernatural events that may be 
witnessed by only a handful of people. 


This passage, which begins with a definitive negation of the concept of God 
having a son or partner before calling on people to turn to God alone in all situations, 
concludes with a challenge to those who associate partners with God. The challenge 
is simply that they should call on those partners to remove any harm that befalls 
them, should God decide to punish them, or that they should divert His punishment 
to others: “Say: “Call on those whom you claim (to be gods] besides Him, but they have no 
power to remove any affliction from you, nor can they shift it." (Verse 56) No one can 
remove hardship or change its nature or recipient except God Himself. He alone is in 
control of the destinies of all creation. 


The surah tells them that those whom they claim to be deities, be they angels, jinn 
or human, are no more than forms of God’s creation. They all try to find their way to 
God’s pleasure, competing in this pursuit, fearing His punishment, which truly 
deserves to be feared: “Those whom they invoke strive to obtain their Lord’s favour, vying 
with each other to be near Him. They hope for His grace and dread His punishment. Indeed 
your Lord’s punishment is something to beware of” (Verse 57) 


Some of them claimed that Ezra was the son of God, while others attributed this 
position to Jesus Christ and worshipped him. Others claimed that the angels were 
God’s daughters and worshipped them. Still others associated other creatures with 
God. To all of them the Qur’an says: even the closest to God of all those you invoke 
try hard to approach their Lord, the One God, and worship Him alone hoping to 
receive His grace and fearing His punishment. Indeed His punishment is severe and 
it should be feared. Thus, it behoves you well to turn to God, as do those you claim 
to be deities. 


The passage, then, ends on the same note on which it began, illustrating the 
hollow nature of polytheistic beliefs and showing clearly that God is the only Lord in 
the universe. Human beings should turn to Him alone with their appeals and 
worship. 





5 Volume I, pp. 331-338. 
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Honour Granted to 
Mankind 


There is no community but We shall destroy or 
severely punish before the Day of Resurrection. 
That is laid down in Our decree. (58) 


Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous 
signs except that the people of former times treated 
them as false. To the Thamud We gave the she- 
camel as a sign to open their eyes, but they did 
wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for 
any purpose other than to give warning, (59) 


We said to you that your Lord encompasses all 
mankind. We have made the vision which We 
have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this 
Quran, only a tral for people. We sæk to put 
fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 
transgression. (60) 
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When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves 
before Adam,’ they all prostrated themselves; but 
not so Iblis. He said, ‘Am I to bow down before 
one whom You have created out of clay?’ (61) 


And he added: You see this being whom You 
have exalted above me! Indeed, if You will give 
me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall 
bring his descendants, all but a few, under ney 
sway.’ (62) 


[God] said: Begone! As for those of them who 
follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a 
most ample recompense. (63) 


Entice with your voice such of them as you can. 
Muster against them all your cavalry and your 
infantry, and share with them wealth and 
offspring, and promise them [what you wili] — 
indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing 
but a means of deception. (64) 


But over My servants you shall have no power. 
Your Lord is suficient as a Guardian.’ (65) 


Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly 
through the sea, so that you may go about in 
quest of His bounty. He is indeed Most 
Merciful to you. (66) 
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And when you are in distress at sea, all those 
you may call upon to help you will forsake 
you, except Him. Yet when He has brought 
Jon safe fo dry land, you turn away. Indeed, 
bereft of all gratitude is man! (67) 


Can you feel so sure that He will not ket a tract of 
the land cave in beneath you, or let loose against 
you a deadly stormwind? You will not find 
then anyone to protect you. (68) 


Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you 
20 back to sea again, and then let loose against 
you a violent tempest to drown you for your 
ingratitude? You shall not find then anyone to 
helb you against Us. (69) 


We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, 
and borne them over land and sea, and provided 
for them sustenance out of the good things of lyfe, 
and favoured them far above many of Our 
creatures. (70) 


One day We shall summon every community by 
ther leaders. Those who are given their records in 
ther right hands will read their records. None 
shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s breadth. 


(71) 
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But whoever is blind in this world will be even 
more blind in the lie to come, and shill further 
astray from the path of truth. (72) 








Overview 


The passage discussed in Chapter 3 concluded with a statement making clear that 
God alone is the One who determines the destiny of all His creatures. He bestows 
His grace on them or punishes them as He pleases. The deities they worship beside 
Him have no power to remove harm from them or to shift it to others. They are 
powerless. 


The present passage speaks about the ultimate destiny of all mankind, as it is 
determined by God's justice. All cities and communities will suffer death before the 
Day of Judgement, although some may suffer a doom of some sort should they incur 
something that deserves God's punishment. Thus, every living creature will have 
come to its life's end, either by natural death or by destruction. 


Within the context of the destruction suffered by some communities, the surah 
mentions the miracles accomplished at the hands of earlier messengers ahead of such 
destruction. This was the case prior to the message of the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon him). Such miracles and supernatural events were excluded with the 
advent of this final message. The law that applied to earlier communities meant that 
they suffered inevitable doom and destruction when they denied the truth after 
having received such miracles. But complete destruction was, by God’s grace, not to 
be visited on the Muslim community. Therefore, the Prophet Muhammad was not 
given any material miracle. Such miracles were given to strike the fear of God into 
the hearts of earlier communities. 


God also held people’s hands away from the Prophet, meaning that they could not 
kill him. He showed him some of His true signs on his night journey, which was a 
form of test for people. It was not meant as a supernatural event as those shown to 
earlier communities. All people are warned against being made to eat of the cursed 
tree, which the Prophet saw with his own eyes, coming out of the heart of hell, but 
such warnings only hardened them in their transgression. This demonstrates that 
had they been shown any miracles, these would only have further hardened their 
deviant stance. 


At this point in the surah reference is made to the story of Adam and Satan, and 
God’s permission to the latter to try to seduce human beings away from the right 
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path, except for the God-fearing among them. Thus the surah explains the true 
reasons which lead people away from the truth into unbelief. They are unwilling to 
reflect on the signs pointing to the truth. Our emotions are touched here however as 
the surah mentions God's blessings bestowed on people, while they continue to deny 
God and His grace except when they find themselves in desperate situations. When 
they are in heavy seas, they appeal to God to save them. When they are safe on land, 
they turn away. Yet God is able to smite them on land and sea alike. Indeed God has 
honoured human beings and favoured them with grace that He does not bestow on 
other creatures, but people neither reflect nor show gratitude. 


The passage concludes with a scene from the Day of Judgement, when people will 
have the reward for their deeds. None will be saved unless his actions in this life 
ensure his safety. 


Clear Warnings, Increased Transgression 


There is no community but We shall destroy or severely punish before the Day of 
Resurrection. That is laid down in Our decree. (Verse 58) 


God has determined that the Day of Judgement will take place when the face of 
the earth is devoid of all life. Every living thing will have died before that promised 
day falls due. God has also determined that some communities will be made to suffer 
punishment for the sins they commit. This is part of God’s knowledge which admits 
no uncertainty. God knows the future in the same way as He knows the present. 
Indeed what has taken place in the past and what will take place in the future are 
equally known to God. 


Miraculous events took place in the past in order to endorse the messages 
preached by God’s messengers, and to warn people against rejecting them. Such 
rejection ensured that the whole community was punished. Yet only those whose 
hearts and minds were receptive to the message of the truth declared their belief. 
Those with hardened hearts denied God’s messages and the miraculous events that 
took place during their time. Hence the final message was not accompanied by any 
such preternatural event: “Nothing hinders Us from sending miraculous signs except that 
the people of former times treated them as false. To the Thamud We gave the she-camel as a 
sign to open their eyes, but they did wrong in respect of her. We never send signs for any 
purpose other than to give warning.” (Verse 59) 


Islam has one miracle to prove its truth. That is the Qur'àn. It is a book that maps a 
whole system of life, addressing both the mind and heart and meeting all the needs 
of human nature. It remains open to all generations to read and to believe in. It is 
valid for all time. A physical miracle is given to one generation, and its effects are 
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limited to those who witness it. Yet the majority of those who witnessed such 
physical miracles did not believe in them. The example given here is that of the 
Thamtid who were given the miracle they sought. It came in the shape of a she- 
camel. Yet they transgressed and slaughtered the she-camel. Hence, God’s warning 
came to pass and they were destroyed as a result of their denials that continued even 
after this clear, miraculous sign had been given them. All such signs were given by 
way of warning. They heralded the inevitable punishment, a punishment that was 
bound to be inflicted should rejection of the message continue. 


Past history being such, it was necessary that the final message should not be 
accompanied by any physical miracle. This message is not meant for one generation; 
it is addressed to all future generations. It is a message that addresses the human 
mind with all its receptive faculties. It respects man’s intellect and power of 
understanding. 


The preternatural events that took place at the time of the Prophet, or happened to 
him, such as that of his night journey, were not meant as proof of his message. These 
were given as a test for his people. 


We said to you that your Lord encompasses all mankind. We have made the vision 
which We have shown you, as also the tree cursed in this Qur’an, only a trial for 
people. We seek to put fear in their hearts, but it only increases their gross 
transgression. (Verse 60) 


Some of those who believed in the message preached by the Prophet Muhammad 
(peace be upon him) reverted to unbelief after he told them about his night journey. 
Others, however, became firmer than ever in their belief. Hence, it is true that what 
God showed His Messenger on that night was meant as ‘a trial for men’, so that they 
would reaffirm their faith. The Prophet is reminded that God encompasses all 
mankind. This was given to him as a promise from God, assuring him of ultimate 
victory. In the meantime, God would protect him against any evil scheme they might 
devise against him. He would come to no harm at their hands. 


The Prophet told his people of God’s promise and what he had seen in his true 
vision. This included the tree of zaqqum which grows in hell. It is a tree which God 
cites as a warning to unbelievers. However, they continued to deny the message and 
whatever the Prophet said. Aba Jahl, the arch-enemy of Islam even ridiculed the tree, 
playing on the sense given by its name. He asked for dates and butter and mixed 
them together and ate them. He said to those around: “Come and eat. This is the only 
zaqqum we know.” 


Of what use could any miraculous event be with such people, had it constituted 
proof of the Prophet’s message, as was the case with some messengers before him? 
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The whole event of his night journey and the warning about the tree of hell only 
caused them to become more insolent and to transgress even further. 


God had not pre-determined to destroy them. Hence, He did not give them a 
physical miracle. It was His will to destroy those who continued to reject the truth of 
His message after they had been given miraculous evidence confirming it. The Arabs 
of the Quraysh were given more time. They were not subjected to the same fate that 
befell the peoples of Noah, Had, Salih, Lot and Shu*ayb. Some of those who rejected 
the message of the Qur'an at first subsequently changed their mind, believed in Islam 
and were among its true servants. Others who died as unbelievers were the fathers of 
good believers. The Qur’an — the miracle of Islam — continued to be a book open to 
future generations just like it was open to the generation of the Prophet's 
Companions. People who did not see the Prophet or his companions came to believe 
in it when they read it or heard it being read. It remains open to all future 
generations, a guide for many who are not yet born. Some future believers in the 
Qur'an may be even stronger in faith and better servants of Islam than many in past 
generations. 


An Ever-Raging Battle 


The vision the Prophet was shown included a complete world that he had not 
known before. The verse that refers to this vision also mentions the accursed tree 
which provides the food eaten in hell by those who follow Satan. The surah follows 
this with an image in which we see the devil threatening to seduce human beings. 


When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
themselves; but not so Iblis. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have 
created out of clay?’ And he added: ‘You see this being whom You have exalted above 
me! Indeed, if You will give me respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his 
descendants, all but a few, under my sway’ [God] said: Begone! As for those of them 
who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample recompense. 
Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 
and your infantry, and share with them wealth and offspring, and promise them [what 
you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a means of 
deception. But over My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a 
Guardian." (Verses 61-65) 


Thus the real reason behind the attitude of those who go astray is revealed. This 
serves as a warning to mankind to be careful, lest they go astray. They see here Iblis, 
their enemy and the enemy of Adam, the father of all mankind, threatening to tempt 
them away from the truth. It is a determined effort on his part to lead them astray: 
“When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated 
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themselves; but not so Iblis. He said, Am I to bow down before one whom You have created 
out of clay?” (Verse 61) 


Here we see the envy that eats at Iblis” heart. He states that Adam was created of 
clay, but omits the fact that God breathed of His soul in that clay. Iblis further speaks 
contemptuously of Adam’s weakness and his susceptibility to err. He says to God in 
an arrogant manner, “You see this being whom You have exalted above me!” (Verse 62) 
You have given this weak creature a position of honour. Yet, “if You will give me 
respite until the Day of Resurrection, I shall bring his descendants, all but a few, under my 
sway.” (Verse 62) I will have power over them, and I will be able to direct their course 
and subject them to my power. 


Iblis here overlooks the fact that man is equally susceptible to goodness and 
following divine guidance as he is to evil and error. He chooses not to see man when 
he is elevated by God’s guidance, able to resist temptation and evil. He is unaware of 
this great, distinctive characteristic that places man above all creatures that follow a 
single route, having no element of choice. Indeed man’s position of distinction lies in 
his free-will and the exercise of his power of choice. 


It is God’s will that the advocate of evil, Satan, should have his respite to try to 
tempt mankind away from divine guidance. Hence, God says to him: “Begone! As for 
those of them who follow you, hell will be the recompense of you all, a most ample 
recompense.” (Verse 63) Go and do your utmost. If you try to tempt them, they have 
been given reason and will. They can follow you or reject your advances. Now 
anyone who follows you, preferring error to My guidance, ignoring the signs I have 
placed in the world around him, deserves the fate that he is bound to suffer in hell. 
Indeed, both Satan and his followers will have the same end: “Hell will be the 
recompense of you all, a most ample recompense.” (Verse 63) 


“Entice with your voice such of them as you can. Muster against them all your cavalry 
and your infantry.” (Verse 64) This description seeks to magnify the means employed 
by Satan to encompass people and impose his power over their hearts and minds. 
We are looking here at a battle in which loud voices are heard, and horses and 
soldiers employed. A loud outcry irritates opponents and brings them out of their 
fortifications. They may thus fall into a trap, or find themselves facing a surprise 
attack. 


“And share with them wealth and offspring.” (Verse 64) This partnership is seen in 
certain false beliefs. The pagans used to assign a portion of their property to their 
false gods, or in effect to Satan himself, and they would also assign some of their 
offspring as a dedication to their deities. These were indeed dedicated to Satan by 
virtue of their being offered to idols. The same partnership is seen in every kind of 
illegitimate earning, and any money spent illegally, to buy what is forbidden. It is 
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also manifested in every child born in sin. The statement describes a partnership 
between Satan and his followers that includes wealth and offspring, the two main 
elements in this life. 


Iblis is given leave to employ all his devices, including tempting promises: “And 
promise them [what you will] — indeed, whatever Satan promises them is nothing but a 
means of deception.” (Verse 64) Such promises include Satan’s assertions to man that 
he will escape God’s punishment and the promise of acquiring wealth or power 
through easy or dirty means. 


Perhaps the most tempting promise Satan makes is that of God's forgiveness of 
sins. It is the point which Satan uses to attack those who will not respond to his 
temptation of open defiance of God's orders. With such people he employs a softer 
attitude trying to paint sin as very tempting, and promising people that they will be 
forgiven by God whose mercy is greater than all sin. 


While Satan has been given leave to try to seduce those who will listen to his 
promises, some people will not respond to him and he has no power over them. 
These have immunity against all his devices and can easily resist his power: “But over 
My servants you shall have no power. Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) 
When man’s heart is kept alive by his bond with God, and when man addresses his 
worship purely to God, he maintains the bond that will never be severed. His soul is 
brightened with the sublime light of heaven. Over the hearts and souls of such 
people Satan has no power. “Your Lord is sufficient as a Guardian.” (Verse 65) He 
protects them and renders Satan’s scheming futile. 


Ever since that day, Satan has been trying hard to make his word come true. He 
enslaves those who yield to his temptation, but those who address worship purely to 
God, the Most Merciful, are immune from his scheming. 


Aspects of God's Favours 


Satan tries to inflict only evil on mankind, yet there are those who listen to his 
temptations and do his bidding, turning their backs on God's guidance. God is 
always merciful to them, provides them with help, support and guidance, facilitates 
their living, saves them from harm, removes their distress and responds to them 
when they pray to Him to lift their suffering and hardship. Yet despite all this, they 
turn away, denying Him and the message He has sent them: 


Your Lord is He who makes ships go smoothly through the sea, so that you may go 
about in quest of His bounty. He is indeed most merciful to you. And when you are in 
distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him. 
Yet when He has brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all 
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gratitude is man! (Verses 66-67) 


The surah portrays this scene of distress at sea by way of an example of hard times. 
At sea, people realize much more quickly and keenly that they cannot do without 
God's help. Any boat or ship they use is no more than a little spot of wood or metal 
on the surface of an endless great sea. It is subject to the winds and currents that 
travel in different directions. They cling to life over this little spot, their vessel, which 
needs God's care more than anything else. 


It is an inspiring image, the effects of which come more readily to anyone who has 
experienced it. People remember how, in their fear and apprehension, their hearts 
turn only to God, no matter how large their vessel is. At times when the wind is very 
strong and in high seas, even huge liners, designed to cross the oceans with ease and 
comfort, look vulnerable, like a feather blown away by the wind. 


The Qur'àn touches people's hearts as it shows them that it is God's hand that 
allows their ships to travel smoothly over the sea, so that they may seek God's 
bounty. God is indeed Most Merciful to man. It is God's grace that man's heart seeks 
most in such a situation of helplessness. The surah then shows them the other 
extreme. After a smooth phase in their journey, they experience great turbulence in 
high seas. Enormous waves seem to carry their vessel and throw it around in every 
direction. They realize then that they have no real support and no saviour except 
God. They turn to Him in a sincere prayer, addressed to Him alone: “And when you 
are in distress at sea, all those you may call upon to help you will forsake you, except Him.” 
(Verse 67) 


But man remains the same. When the hardship is over and he feels himself steady, 
moving easily on dry land, the experience he suffered disappears gradually from his 
mind, and as a result he forgets God. He then allows his desire to get the better of 
him and overshadow the beckoning of his uncorrupted nature: “Yet when He has 
brought you safe to dry land, you turn away. Indeed, bereft of all gratitude is man!” (Verse 
67) This applies to all people except those who maintain their strong bond with God. 
Their hearts continue to have the light of right guidance. 


At this point the surah makes a direct and emotional address to people's 
consciences, depicting the danger they left at sea as though it were chasing them on 
land, or engulfing them again when they return to sea. It wants them to feel that 
safety and security can only be ascertained with God’s protection. It cannot be 
guaranteed at sea or on land, with easy waves and moderate wind, or with a 
comfortable home or fortified shelter: 


Can you feel so sure that He will not let a tract of the land cave in beneath you, or let 
loose against you a deadly stormwind? You will not find then anyone to protect you. 
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Or can you feel so sure that He will not let you go back to sea again, and then let loose 
against you a violent tempest to drown you for your ingratitude? You shall not find 
then anyone to help you against Us. (Verses 68-69) 


Human beings are subject to God’s will at every place and time, on land and at 
sea. How can they feel secure against His will? How can they feel secure that they 
will not be overwhelmed by an earthquake or volcanic eruption, or by any other 
natural phenomenon? All such phenomena operate by God’s will. He may send a 
volcanic explosion that overwhelms them with lava, rocks, mud and water. Thus 
they may be destroyed before they can receive any help from anyone. Or He may let 
them return to sea and then send a violent tempest or hurricane which overturns 
ships and destroys vessels. They will thus be drowned as a result of their rejection of 
the truth. There will be none to seek compensation for their drowning. 


How can they feel secure against any such event? Yet people easily overlook the 
stark facts that look them in the face. They easily reject God and deny Him, and this 
gives them a false sense of security. Yet when they experience hardship, they turn to 
Him alone. When He has saved them and removed their hardship, they forget Him, 
as though it were the last hardship they will ever experience. 


A Special Honour for Man 


God has honoured mankind, favouring the human race over many of His 
creatures. He honoured man when He created him in this particular fashion, giving 
him a nature that combines the characteristics of clay, from which he was made, and 
the spirit that was breathed into him. Thus he combines elements of heaven and 
earth in his constitution. God has also honoured man by placing in Op his nature 
such faculties that make him able to take charge of the earth, able to be active and 
make changes in it. Thus human beings initiate and produce new things, combine 
things together and analyse complex matters in order to elevate life to the highest 
standard attainable. 


God has also honoured man by making natural forces on earth subservient to his 
will and endeavour, and by making other natural forces operating in the universe 
helpful to him. A further aspect of the honour God has given man is seen in the 
reception given him when he was first created. It was a reception in which the angels 
prostrated themselves in a gesture of respect, because God Himself declared that 
man is to be honoured. Then there comes the additional honour when God states in 
His book, sent down from on high and which He guaranteed to remain intact for the 
rest of time, that man is given a position of honour. 


We have indeed honoured the children of Adam, and borne them over land and sea, 
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and provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life, and favoured them far 
above many of Our creatures. (Verse 70) 


“And borne them over land and sea.” This is accomplished by making natural laws fit 
with human nature and its abilities. Had these laws been at odds with human nature, 
life would have been impossible to sustain on earth. Indeed man is weak when his 
strength is measured against the natural forces that operate on land and sea, but man 
is given the ability to live on earth and to make use of its resources and treasures. 
This is all an aspect of God’s grace. 


“And provided for them sustenance out of the good things of life.” (Verse 70) Man tends 
to forget that whatever sustenance is given to him is indeed granted by God, because 
its different aspects become familiar to him. He only remembers the different forms 
of sustenance he is given when he loses access to them. It is then that he realizes the 
value of what he was given. But man’s memory is short. He soon forgets again all 
God’s blessings. He forgets what role the sun, air, and water play in sustaining 
human life. He forgets how important health is to him, and how he is given mobility, 
senses and reason, in addition to different types of food and drink. Indeed he is 
placed in charge of a complete world which includes countless blessings. 


“And favoured them far above many of Our creatures.” (Verse 70) Indeed God has 
favoured human beings by giving them mastery of this wide planet. Furthermore, 
He placed in their nature such abilities that make them unique among God’s 
creatures. 


One aspect of God's favour is to make human beings responsible for themselves, 
accountable for their actions. This is the first quality which distinguishes mankind 
and makes them worthy of their exalted position on earth: freedom of choice and 
individual responsibility. It is only fair that people should receive the results of their 
work and get their reward in the life to come, when everyone's record is considered: 


One day We shall summon every community by their leaders. Those who are given 
their records in their right hands will read their records. None shall be wronged by as 
much as a hair's breadth. But whoever is blind in this world will be even more blind in 
the life to come, and still further astray from the path of truth. (Verses 71-72) 


This is a scene showing all creatures gathered together. Every group is called by 
the doctrine it followed in this life, or the messenger in whom it believed, or the 
leader it followed in this first life. It is called to be handed the record of its actions 
and the result that determines its reward in the life to come. Whoever is given his 
record in his right hand will be full of joy, reading through his record and looking 
carefully at its details. Such people are given their reward in full. Nothing is denied 
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them, even though it may be no larger than a hair’s breadth. On the other hand, a 
person who chooses in this life to remain blind to all indications of guidance will be 
also blind to the way of goodness in the life to come. They will be even far more 
astray. The outcome they will suffer is well known. However, the surah portrays 
them in this overcrowded scene as blind, moving aimlessly, lacking a guide to lead 
them. They are left like this without a final abode mentioned for them. This is 
because the blindness and strayness in that difficult situation is a destiny to be 
avoided at all costs. 
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5 


Why People Reject the 
Divine Message 


They endeavour to tempt you away from that 
which We have revealed to you, hoping that you 
would invent something else in Our name, in 
which case they would have made you their trusted 


friend. (73) 


Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might 
have inclined to them a little. (14) 


And in that case We would have made you taste a 
doubl punishment in life and a double punishment 
afer death, and you would have none to support 
_you against Us. (75) 


And they endeavour to scare you off the land with 
a view to driving you away. But, then, afler you 
have gone, they will not remain there except for a 
short while. (76) 


Such was the way with all Our messengers whom 
We sent before you. No change shall you find in 


Our ways. (TT) 





GAT ge bpa E o 


de 


Z < 
eae Bo. a e ^ zo e vo s oF 
I5ls rope Ele ofa SI bss! 





bito ene Fee 


Z^ 
4 


e Su s zu 


TUNE ETT QE 
ur 9 8 x1 Lar ZN I5! 
Z oa ^ e ^ 3 


Ines le WW SA YS oui 


EA 


Xu 


2 Ead il ols 


2 de 
les Je a 


PET 


^ 


cb Nds 


Ad < 





157 


Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in 
the darkness of the night, and recite the Qur'an at 
dawn, for the recitation of the Qur'an at dawn is 
indeed witnessed. (78) 


At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, 
as an additional offering from you. Your Lord 
may thus raise you to an honourable station. (19) 


Say, My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and 
sincere manner and to leave in a true and sincere 
manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining 


strength.’ (80) 


And say, The truth has now come about while 
jalsehood has withered away. For falsehood is 
abyays bound to wither avay.’ (81) 


We bestow of the Ouran from on high what 
serves as a healing and a blessing to true believers, 


while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (82) 


Yet when We bestow Our blessings on man, he 
turns his back, and draws arrogantly aside, and 
when he is afflicted by evil he gives himself up to 
despair. (83) 
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Say, ‘Everyone acts according to bis omm 
disposition. Y our Lord is fully aware as to who 
has chosen the best path.’ (84) 


They question you about the spirit. Say, ‘The 
[knowledge of the nature of the] spirit belongs to 
my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been 
granted but littl knowledge.’ (85) 


Had We so willed, We would have taken avay 
that which We have revealed to you. In that case, 
you would not find anyone to pkad with Us on 


your bebaff, (86) 


except through the grace of your Lord. His favour 
towards you has been great indeed. (87) 


Say, Tf all mankind and the jinn were to gather 
together for the purpose of producing the lke of 
this Quran, they would not produce anything like 
it, even though they helped one another as best 
they could.’ (88) 


Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this 
Quran, every kind of lesson. Yet most people 
refuse to accept anything other than unbelief (89) 
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They say: We shall not believe in you till you 
cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, 
(20) 


or you have a garden of date- paims aud vines, 
and you cause rivers to flow through it, (91) 


or you cause the sky to fall upon us in pieces, as 
you have threatened, or you bring God and the 
angels face to face before us, (92) 


or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to 
heaven. Indeed we shall not believe in your ascent 
to heaven until you bring us a book for us to 
read.’ Say, Limitless in His glory is my Lora. 
Surely | am only a man and a Messenger.’ (93) 


Nothing has ever prevented people from believing, 
whenever guidance came to them except that they 
would say: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 
human being as His messenger?’ (94) 


Say, Had there been angels walking about on 
earth as their natural abode, We would have sent 
them an angel messenger from heaven.’ (95) 
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Say, Sufficient is God for a witness between me 
and you. He is indeed fully aware of His ser- 
vants, and He sees all things.’ (96) 


He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; 
whereas for those whom He leaves to go astray 
you cannot find anyone to protect them from 
Fim. On the Day of Resurrection We shall 
gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, 
dumb and deaf. Hell shall be their abode. Every 


time it abates We will increase for them its 


blazing flame. (97) 


That is their reward for having disbeheved in Our 
revelations and said, When we are bones and 


dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new 
creation?’ (98) 


Do they not see that God, who has created the 
heavens and the earth, has power to create their 
tke? He has beyond any doubt set a term for 
their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 
anything other than disbehef. (99) 


Say, Had you possessed the treasures of my 
Lord's mercy, you would have been tight-fisted for 
fear of spending them. For man has ahvays been 
nigearadl.’ (100) 
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To Moses We gave mine char signs. Ask the 
Children of Israel [about what happened]. When 
he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, Indeed, 
Moses, I think that you are benitched.’ (101) 


[Moses] said, ‘You know full well that none 
other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth 
has revealed these eye- opening signs. Indeed, 
Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.’ (102) 


So he resolved to wipe them of the face of the 
earth, but We caused him and all those who were 
mith him to drown. (103) 


Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell 
in the land. When the promise of the Last Day 
shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’ 
(104) 


We have bestowed [this Quran] from on high 
in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have 
sent you only as a herald of good news and a 
warner. (105) 


We have divided the Ouran into parts so that 
_you may reate it to people with deliberation. We 
have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step. 
(106) 
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Say, You may beheve in it or you may not.’ 
Those who were given knowledge before it was 
revealed fall down on their faces in humble 
prostration when it is recited to them, (107) 


and say, Limitless in His glory is our Lord. 
Truly bas the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.’ 
(108) 


And upon thei faces they fall down, weeping, 
and it increases their humility. (109) 


Say, ‘Call upon God or call upon the Most 
Merciful. By whichever name you invoke Him, 
His are the most gracious names.’ Do not raise 
your voice foo loud an prayer, nor say it in too low 


a vote, Dut follow a. middle course in between. 
(110) 


And say, ‘All praise is due to God who has 
never begotten a son; who has no partner in His 
dominion; who needs none to support Him 
against any difficulty.’ And extol His greatness. 
(111) 
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Overview 


This final passage of the surah centres around its main theme, the personality of 
the Prophet (peace be upon him) and the attitude of his community to him after he 
was given his message. It also speaks about the Qur’an and its distinctive 
characteristics. It begins with a reference to the attempts by the unbelievers to turn 
the Prophet away from some of the revelations God sent down to him. It mentions 
their effort to banish him from Makkah and the protection he was given by God so 
that he would not yield to their temptation or respond to their provocation. God 
guaranteed his protection because He had already decided that the people of 
Makkah would not be annihilated like earlier communities who rejected His 
messengers. He chose instead to give them respite and allowed them to have their 
term in this world. Had they ousted the Prophet from their community and banished 
him from their city, severe punishment would have been inflicted on them, in 
accordance with God's law that inflicts immediate punishment on any community 
that ousts the messenger sent to them. 


The Prophet is commanded to stick to his way, offering his prayers to God alone, 
reciting the Qur'àn revealed to him and supplicating that God may help him to be 
true and sincere in all situations and events, and give him clear support. He is also 
commanded to declare that the truth has come to be established and that falsehood is 
certain to be vanquished. It is this support granted by God that serves as his best 
equipment. It protects him against all designs and ensures his ultimate victory. 


This is followed by a clear statement on the effect of the Qur'àn: it is a cure and an 
aspect of grace for those who believe in it, and a means of punishment and suffering 
for those who deny it. They suffer on its account in this life and they suffer 
punishment in the life to come because of denying its truth. 


Within the context of grace and punishment, the surah describes man’s reaction to 
both. When he is enjoying God’s blessings and grace, man is arrogant, turning away 
from God’s guidance. When he is afflicted with suffering, he is in utter despair. This 
is followed with an implicit threat, requiring every human being to work in 
accordance with their own nature until they receive their fair reward in the life to 
come. 
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The surah also makes it clear that human knowledge is scanty. This comes in 
connection with the question the unbelievers put about the spirit, all knowledge of 
which God has chosen to keep to Himself. It is not for any human being to get to 
know it. Sure knowledge is that which God has given to His Messenger as part of His 
grace. If God so wills, He is able to withdraw that grace and no one will ever be able 
to bring it back to mankind. However, He bestows His grace on His Messenger as He 
is Merciful, Compassionate. 


The surah mentions that the Qur’an, which is a miraculous book, the like of which 
cannot be produced by human beings or jinn, even though they may mobilize all 
their resources in a single effort, was not sufficient for the unbelievers in Makkah as 
evidence of God’s message. Although God included in it a whole variety of evidence 
to the truth of its message and made this suitable for human reason and hearts, with 
all their different leanings, still the unbelievers saw it as inadequate. They naively 
demanded material evidence of a miraculous nature, such as springs gushing from 
the earth, or a richly decorated home for the Prophet. Their arrogance went even 
further, demanding things that are beyond the ability of human beings, such as that 
God’s Messenger should rise up into the sky in front of their eyes and bring them a 
book to read, or that he should cause some matter to fall from the sky and destroy 
them. They even demanded that God should come to them in person, accompanied 
by a delegation of angels! 


At this point the surah portrays a scene showing the fate that awaits them in the 
life to come. This is certain to be their lot as a result of their arrogance and denial of 
the truth of the Day of Judgement when people will be resurrected after they have 
become bones and dust. 


The surah ridicules their arrogant demands. Had they been the guardians of God’s 
grace, they would have succumbed to the miserly characteristics of human beings. 
They would have been in fear lest God's grace should be exhausted, when God's 
treasures of mercy are indeed inexhaustible. Yet they stop at nothing in their 
demands. 


In connection with their demands for material miracles, the surah reminds them of 
the miracles which were given to Moses, yet Pharaoh and his people denied those 
which God gave them. As a result, God destroyed them according to His law of 
destroying those who persist in their denial of the truth after clear evidence has been 
given to them. 


The Qur’an remains as the true miracle that shines for all time. It was revealed in 
parts and portions, in accordance with the needs of the community it was educating 
and equipping for its great task. Those who believe in the truth among earlier 
communities recognize the truth contained in the Qur’an and submit to it. They 


165 


AlIsra’ (The Night Journey) | WHY PEOPLE REJECT THE DIVINE MESSAGE 


believe in it and submit to its authority. 


The surah concludes with a directive to the Prophet (peace be upon him) to 
worship none but God, and to glorify and praise Him alone. Thus the surah ends as it 
began, calling on believers to glorify God, the only deity in the universe. 


Vain Endeavours 


They endeavour to tempt you away from that which We have revealed to you, hoping 
that you would invent something else in Our name, in which case they would have 
made you their trusted friend. Indeed, had We not given you strength, you might have 
inclined to them a little. And in that case We would have made you taste a double 
punishment in life and a double punishment after death, and you would have none to 
support you against Us. And they endeavour to scare you off the land with a view to 
driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not remain there except for 
a short while. Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. 
No change you shall find in Our ways. (Verses 73-77) 


The surah refers to the unbelievers’ attempts to dissuade the Prophet from 
fulfilling the task entrusted to him. Firstly, they tried to make him turn his back on 
what God revealed to him so as to invent some other matter and attribute it falsely to 
God. They did this even though he was known for his honesty and truthfulness. 
They also offered to worship God in return for a compromise that ensured that the 
Prophet would stop denouncing their deities as false. Some of them tried to persuade 
him to make their land as sacred as the Ka*bah which God had sanctified. Their 
nobility also tried to get him to allocate a special meeting place, to which no poor 
person would be admitted. 


Reference to these attempts is made in general terms so that it leads to a reminder 
of the grace God bestowed on His Messenger as He strengthened him in his faith and 
protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. Without God’s support, he might 
have responded to them, and they would have made of him an intimate friend. But 
then he would have left himself open to God’s severe punishment. Indeed his would 
be a double punishment in this life and in the life to come, without any to support 
him against God. 


Such efforts are always made by people in power in dealing with the advocates of 
God’s message. They always tempt them into deviation even if just a little, from the 
clear and solid line of the message, seeking to persuade them to accept compromise 
in return for seeming substantial gain. Some may fall for such temptation, because 
they do not realize the seriousness of the matter. After all, they are not being asked to 
abandon their call altogether, only to make some minor amendments in order to 
arrive at a compromise. Satan always endeavours to persuade the advocates of God's 
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message in this way, arguing that it is better for the achievement of their goals to 
make such compromises so that the rulers are won over to the faith. 


However, a small deviation at the beginning leads to a total turning away at the 
end. An advocate of God’s message who agrees to abandon even a small part of it at 
the outset cannot maintain his ground and refuse to abandon more. Indeed his 
willingness to retreat further is greater with every backward step he takes, losing 
more and more ground. 


The point at issue here is the principle of faith, and belief in the whole message. A 
person who gives up even a minute part of it cannot be a true believer in the message 
itself. To a true believer, every aspect of the message, and every small detail is true 
like the rest. We cannot judge between its parts, dividing them into essential and 
optional. There is nothing in God’s message that can be left out or suspended. It is a 
complete and whole entity, which loses all its characteristics when any of its parts are 
lost, in the same way as a chemical compound loses all its qualities when any of its 
components is missing. 


People in power always try to ensnare advocates of the divine message. Should 
the latter give up a small part, they lose their dignity and high standing. Their 
adversaries also realize that more bargaining and a higher price will induce them to 
give up the whole message. 


Indeed seeking a compromise, by making even small concessions, to win over 
people in power represents a spiritual defeat for advocates of the divine message. 
This is so because they now rely on rulers and people in power for support when 
they should rely on God alone. When defeat creeps into people’s minds, it can never 
turn into victory. 


Bearing this in mind, we can appreciate the fact that God directs His Messenger to 
the fact that He has granted him a great favour by strengthening his resolve to stick 
to what He has revealed to him and protected him from the unbelievers’ temptations. 
God also favoured him with protection against inclining to the unbelievers even in a 
small way. For had he so inclined, God would have inflicted on him a double 
punishment both in this life and in the life to come, and would have left him without 
help and support. 


When the unbelievers of the Quraysh found it impossible to persuade the Prophet 
to compromise, they tried to turn him out of their land, i.e. Makkah. But God 
directed him to leave of his own accord and migrate to Madinah. God always knew 
that He would not exterminate the Quraysh. Yet had they driven the Prophet out of 
their city by force, that would have been their fate: “And they endeavour to scare you off 
the land with a view to driving you away. But, then, after you have gone, they will not 
remain there except for a short while.” (Verse 76) This is the way God has set to operate 
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in this life: “Such was the way with all Our messengers whom We sent before you. No 
change shall you find in Our ways.” (Verse 77) 


God has made this way a law which does not fail. Driving a messenger of God out 
of his land is a great offence which incurs severe punishment. God operates certain 
laws in this universe, which are not altered for individual cases. This universe is not 
subject to coincidences that influence its existence; it is subject to constant laws. Since 
God, in His infinite wisdom, chose not to exterminate the Quraysh, as He did with 
earlier communities, He did not give His Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad, 
miraculous proofs, and did not allow that he be driven away. Instead, He inspired 
him to leave voluntarily. God’s laws remained in operation, without alteration or 
modification. 


The Truth Will Triumph 


At this point in the surah, the Prophet is directed to remain in contact with his 
Lord, seeking His support and following His directives, proclaiming the fact that the 
truth is certain to triumph, while falsehood will inevitably wither away. 


Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night, and recite 
the Qur’an at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur'an at dawn is indeed witnessed. At 
night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you. 
Your Lord may thus raise you to an honourable station. Say, My Lord, cause me to 
enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and sincere 
manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.” And say, The truth has 
now come about while falsehood has withered away. For falsehood is always bound to 
wither away. We bestow of the Qur’an from on high what serves as a healing and a 
blessing to true believers, while it only adds to the ruin of the evildoers. (Verses 78- 
82) 


This directive applies to the Prophet in particular. It does not relate to the 
obligatory prayers which have their own timings, outlined in several authentic 
ahadith and numerous reports of the Prophet’s practical Sunnah. Some scholars 
suggest that the reference here to the sun’s decline means its beginning to move 
down from its zenith, while they take the reference to the ‘darkness of the night’ to 
mean the beginning of the night, and the ‘recitation at dawn’ to mean the obligatory 
prayer at dawn. They thus suggest that the Qur’anic statement here groups together 
the times of all five obligatory prayers, Zuhr, “Asr, Maghrib and ‘Isha’, [when the sun 
is on its decline to the darkness of the night], and then Fajr at dawn. They consider 
that only recitation of the Qur'àn in prayer at night is obligatory on the Prophet as a 
bonus. For our part, we feel that the first view is more accurate, considering all else 
that these two verses mention as being applicable to the Prophet only. As for the 
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timing of daily prayers, these are properly outlined in the Sunnah, both verbally and 
practically. 


“Keep up prayer when the sun is on its decline, in the darkness of the night.” (Verse 78) 
This is an instruction to the Prophet to offer prayer at the time between the sun 
starting to set and the night creeping in to spread its darkness. He is also ordered to 
“recite the Qur’an at dawn, for the recitation of the Qur’an at dawn is indeed witnessed.” 
(Verse 78) These two periods when the day and night succeed each other in a 
continuous cycle have their special significance. Both times mark a change as the 
light dwindles to give way to the enveloping darkness, and then as the darkness is 
removed to allow the light to spread. Both times have their effect, softening hearts 
and inviting people to contemplate how the laws of nature operate without fail. 
Needless to say, the Qur’an and prayer also have their effects on people’s hearts, 
particularly at dawn with its calm serenity, and approaching light, leading to another 
lively day. 


“At night, rise from your sleep to recite it in prayer, as an additional offering from you.” 
(Verse 79) The instruction here is to the Prophet to rise after having had some sleep 
in the early part of the night. The Qur'àn is recited in night worship because it is the 
hard core of prayer and its most important part. "Your Lord may thus raise you to an 
honourable station." (Verse 79) This is achieved through a constant link with God, 
manifested by prayer and recitation of the Qur'àn in night worship. Such a position 
is only achievable in this way. If God's Messenger (peace be upon him), in his 
particular status, is instructed to maintain prayer and rise from his sleep at night to 
worship and recite the Qur’an, so that he attains the honourable station that is 
allowed him, certainly other people need to follow suit so that they also may attain 
the good positions to which they aspire. This is the only way for them to travel. The 
equipment they need as they go along is thus outlined for them. 


“Say: “My Lord, cause me to enter in a true and sincere manner and to leave in a true and 
sincere manner, and grant me, by Your grace, sustaining strength.’” (Verse 80) This is a 
supplication that God has taught to His Messenger so that his followers learn how to 
pray to God. It is a supplication for true and sincere entrance and exit. This implies a 
true and sincere journey, from start to finish and along the way. Truth and sincerity 
have their own connotations here in reference to the attempts made by the 
unbelievers to persuade the Prophet to invent something different from the Qur'an. 
Moreover, truth and sincerity add an air of steadfastness, reassurance and total 
dedication. “And grant me, by Your grace, sustaining power.” (Verse 80) This is a 
supplication for strength that would enable the Prophet to look down on all earthly 
powers and all that the unbelievers could muster. The expression, ‘by Your grace,’ 
implies closeness to God and contact with Him, as well as seeking His help and 
support. 
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A true advocate of faith derives strength only from God, and acquires a position 
commanding respect only through God’s power. Such an advocate seeks no shelter 
or support from a ruler or a person of influence unless he first turns to God for help 
and protection. The divine message may touch the hearts of people in power, or 
those occupying positions of influence, and they then become its soldiers and 
servants. This ensures success for them in this life and in the life to come. But the 
message itself will not prosper if it ranks itself among the servants and soldiers of 
rulers. It is God’s message and, as such, it commands a position higher than that of 
any ruler. 


“And say, ‘The truth has now come about while falsehood has withered away. For 
falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) With irrefutable authority derived 
from God Himself it is proclaimed that truth has come to be established with its 
overpowering might, while falsehood is totally defeated. For it is in the nature of 
truth to triumph and establish itself with vigour, while it is in the nature of falsehood 
to wither away and be vanquished. 


“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) This is a basic truth that is 
stated here with emphasis. It may appear sometimes that falsehood is equipped with 
power and influence, but this is all hollow. Falsehood will always try to assume an 
air of strength, because it has no real strength at its command. It knows that it has to 
visually deceive, giving the appearance of large size and physical power. But in 
reality, it is fragile, easy to destroy. It is no more than the flames of dried straw that 
float into the air only to subside in no time at all. By contrast, live coal burns slowly 
and steadily to give sustained warmth and long lasting heat. Falsehood is like the 
scum that floats at the surface. It soon disappears while the real water stays. 


Indeed falsehood ends in utter loss because it does not carry within itself the 
elements necessary for survival. It derives its life, which, by nature, is of short 
duration, from external elements and unnatural support. Should such elements and 
support weaken or become loose, it will collapse. Truth, by contrast, derives its 
power of survival from within itself. It may have to face determined opposition, 
particularly by those in ruling positions, but its inherent strength and reassurance 
guarantee its eventual triumph. How could it be otherwise when truth comes from 
the Eternal One who has made truth an attribute of His own? 


“For falsehood is always bound to wither away.” (Verse 81) Falsehood may have all the 
might of Satan and those tyrannical forces which command power behind it, but 
God’s promise will definitely come true and His power is far superior. Every believer 
who is firm of faith is certain to experience the truth of this promise. "Who is more 
true to his promise than God?" (9: 111) "Whose word could be truer than God's?" (4: 87) 
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The Qur’anic Cure 


“We bestow of the Qur'an do from on high what serves as a healing and a blessing to true 
believers.” (Verse 82) There is certainly a cure and a blessing for those whose hearts 
are full of faith. Such hearts brighten up and become ready to receive what the 
Qur’an imparts of grace, reassurance and security. There is in the Qur’an a healing 
power that cures obsession, anxiety and hesitation. It establishes a bond between the 
believer’s heart and God. This bond imparts inner peace to the believer as he 
experiences a feeling of security in God’s protection. He is happy and satisfied with 
what he receives from God and contented with his lot in life. Anxiety, hesitation and 
obsession are all terrible to experience. As the Qur'àn dispels all these, it is indeed a 
blessing for true believers. 


In the Qur’an we have a cure from carnal desires, greed, envy and evil thoughts. 
All these cause sickness of the heart and mind, leading to debility and utter ruin. As 
the Qur'an cures these, it is a tool of grace bestowed by God on those who truly 
believe in Him. 


The Qur'àn also provides a cure from deviant thoughts and feelings. It protects the 
mind from going far astray, while allowing it complete freedom within its fruitful 
pursuits. It stops the mind from wasting its energy over what is devoid of use. It lays 
down for it a sound approach that ensures good and useful results. The same 
principle applies to the human body, ensuring that its resources are utilized for what 
is useful and fruitful, steering human beings away from the suppression of natural 
desires or indulgence without restraint. Thus it ensures a healthy body. In this again 
we see that the Qur'àn is a means of God's grace that is bestowed on believers. 


There is also in the Qur'an a cure for social ailments that weaken the structure of 
society and destroy its peace and security. Under the social system established by the 
Qur'àn society enjoys perfect justice in peace and security. This is again a further 
aspect of grace bestowed through the Qur'àn. 


However, the Qur'an "only adds to the ruin of the evildoers." (Verse 82) They make 
no use of the cure it provides or the blessings it brings about. They look with dismay 
at the believers as they feel proud to be among the followers of the Qur'an. In their 
stubborn arrogance, the evildoers persist with their corrupt and unjust methods. Yet 
in this life, they are defeated by the followers of the Qur'an, which makes them 
losers. In the life to come, they suffer for their arrogant disbelief and tyranny, and 
thus they lose again. Hence the Qur'àn adds to their ruin. 


When man is left to his own devices, without the cure and blessing of the Qur'an, 
and without consistent restraint of his whims and desires, he moves between two 
extremes: when he enjoys good fortune, he is arrogant and ungrateful, and when he 
experiences hardship he is given to despair. "Yet when We bestow Our blessings on 
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man, he turns his back and draws arrogantly aside, and when he is afflicted by evil he gives 
himself up to despair.” (Verse 83) 


Blessings and good fortune lead to arrogance unless one remembers where they 
come from and give thanks to God who bestowed them. On the other hand, when 
someone is afflicted by difficulty and hardship, he is easily lost in despair unless he 
trusts to God and hopes to receive His grace. It is when one truly relies on God that 
one feels that hardship will give way to what is better. This makes it clear that faith 
ensures God’s grace in situations of ease and difficulty alike. 


The surah then states that everyone and every camp acts according to the path it 
follows. The final verdict on methods and actions is left to God alone: “Say: Everyone 
acts according to his own disposition. Your Lord is fully aware as to who has chosen the best 
path.” (Verse 84) In this statement we have an implicit warning as to the results of 
approaches and deeds. Hence, everyone needs to heed the warnings and strive to 
follow the path of divine guidance which is available to all. 


Man's Scanty Knowledge 


At this point the surah mentions how some unbelievers questioned the Prophet 
about the spirit and its nature. The consistent approach of the Qur'an, which is 
indeed the best approach, is to answer people when they ask about matters that they 
need to know about and to give them answers that their faculties can understand and 
learn. It does not waste the intellectual faculties God has given them in pursuits that 
are of no use to them. Nor does it carry them over domains which they cannot 
comprehend. Hence, when they asked about the spirit and its nature, the Prophet 
was instructed to tell them that such knowledge belonged to God alone. None other 
than Him has such knowledge. “They question you about the spirit. Say, “The [knowledge 
of the nature of the] spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You, [mankind], have been granted but 
little knowledge.'" (Verse 85) 


Such an answer does not present a barrier preventing the proper working of the 
human intellect. It simply directs such intellect to concentrate its efforts within the 
limits of its power and the domain where it can profitably function. It is worthless to 
roam endlessly in a maze. Similarly, it is pointless to spend one's mental energies 
pursuing what we are not equipped to comprehend. The spirit is one such pursuit. It 
belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. It is a secret 
God has kept to Himself. He has breathed spirit into man and some other creatures 
whose nature is unknown to us. Compared to God's absolute knowledge, human 
knowledge is limited. The secrets of existence are too great to be understood by 
man’s finite reason. It is not man's role to manage all the affairs of the universe, and 
as such, his powers are not limitless. Instead he has been given such powers as are 
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sufficient for him to control his own world and to fulfil his mission of building the 
earth and bringing it to the best standard possible within the limits of his faculties 
and knowledge. 


Man has been able to achieve high standards with his inventive powers. However, 
he looks helplessly at the spirit, unable to fathom its secrets, or to comprehend its 
nature. He does not know how the spirit comes to us and how it departs, where it 
comes from and to where it eventually goes. He knows nothing of the spirit except 
the information God has given us in the revelations He has bestowed from on high. 
This information provides knowledge that is certain, beyond doubt. It comes from 
the One who knows everything. Had it been His will, He would have deprived 
mankind of such knowledge, taking away what He revealed to His Messenger. But 
He does not do so as an act of grace: “Had We so willed, We would have taken away that 
which We have revealed to you. In that case, you would not find anyone to plead with Us on 
your behalf except through the grace of your Lord. His favour towards you has been great 
indeed.” (Verses 86-87) 


God reminds His Messenger of this act of grace. It is undeniable grace that God 
has chosen to bestow revelations on His Messenger, and to keep them intact. This is a 
great favour granted to mankind, since the Qur'àn gives them guidance and 
blessings, one generation after another. 


Just as the spirit is one of the secrets that God keeps to Himself, the Qur'àn is 
God's book that human beings cannot emulate. Indeed, neither human beings nor 
jinn, representing the visible and invisible types of creation, can produce anything 
similar to the Qur'an, even if they were to muster all their powers in a single effort to 
achieve this task: "Say: 'If all mankind and the jinn were to gather together for the purpose 
of producing the like of this Qur'an, they would not produce anything like it, even though 
they helped one another as best they could.’” (Verse 88) 


The Qur’an is not mere words and expressions that humans and jinn may try to 
emulate. It is but one of God’s works, the like of which no creature can produce. It is 
just like the spirit whose nature is known only to God. Creatures cannot fathom its 
complete secret, even though they may understand some of its aspects, features and 
merits. 


The Qur’an is indeed a complete and perfect way of life. It provides a method that 
takes into account all the laws of nature that affect the human soul in all its 
situations, as well as those affecting human communities in all conditions and stages 
of development. It provides solutions that apply to a single human being, and others 
for a closely knit community, providing legislation and rules that suit human nature 
and its complex bonds, feelings and directions. Its solutions are perfectly coherent 
and fully consistent. They lose sight of nothing that is relevant, or any possible 
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option. Nor do they ignore any of the conflicting circumstances that may affect the 
life of the individual or the community. This is only possible because these laws and 
legislation are made by God who is fully aware of human nature in all its conditions 
and its complexities. 


Man-made systems, on the other hand, betray man’s limitations and reflect his 
circumstances. They cannot allow for all eventualities at the same time. They may 
treat an individual or social aspect with something that could easily lead to a 
situation requiring some other treatment. The miracle of the Qur’an is far greater 
than its superb construction and infallible meanings. Indeed the inability of all 
human beings and jinn to produce anything similar to it includes also their inability 
to produce any system that encompasses all the areas it tackles. 


Only a Man and a Messenger 


Indeed We have explained to mankind, in this Qur'an, every kind of lesson. Yet most 
people refuse to accept anything other than disbelief They say: ‘We shall not believe in 
you till you cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth, or you have a garden of 
date palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it, or you cause the sky to 
fall upon us in pieces, as you have threatened, or you bring God and the angels face to 
face before us, or you have a house of gold, or you ascend to heaven. Indeed we shall 
not believe in your ascent to heaven until you bring us a book for us to read.’ Say, 
‘Limitless in His glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.’ (Verses 
89-93) 


Their limited perception has failed to appreciate the inimitability of the Qur'an. 
Therefore they started asking for material miracles, enlisting absurd requests that 
only betrayed their childish thinking. Or they spoke with impudence about God 
Himself. They did not benefit by the expounding of cases and examples in the 
Qur'àn, nor were they satisfied with the wide variety of styles and approaches the 
Qur'àn employed in explaining its concepts, so as to be understood by people of 
different standards and faculties. Hence, “most people refuse to accept anything other 
than unbelief” (Verse 89) They started to place conditions which they required to be 
met so that they might believe in the Prophet’s message. Such conditions required 
him to “cause a spring to gush forth for us from the earth.” (Verse 90) 


Alternatively, they told him that they would not believe in him until “you have a 
garden of date-palms and vines, and you cause rivers to flow through it.” (Verse 91) 


Their conditions were so irresponsible that they even demanded that the Prophet 
inflict on them some punishment from the sky above, mockingly stating that the sky 
itself should fall upon them in pieces, just as he had warned would happen on the 
Day of Judgement. A similarly absurd condition was that he should bring God and 


174 


AlIsra’ (The Night Journey) | WHY PEOPLE REJECT THE DIVINE MESSAGE 


the angels before them, so that they could support him and defend his case, like they 
themselves used to do in tribal arguments. Absurdity knows no limit, for they even 
asked him to take for himself a house of gold and similarly precious metals. They 
further suggested to him that he should ascend to heaven as a proof of his special 
position. But even if he had done so, this too would not have been enough. For he 
was to bring back a book with him for them to read. 


The childish absurdity of all these requests and conditions is clearly apparent. 
They are all arbitrary suggestions and widely different in scope and nature that they 
cannot be placed on the same level. How could residence in a luxurious house be 
considered of similar value to a person’s ascension to heaven? And how can the 
digging up of a water spring he treated as equivalent to bringing God and the angels 
marching in ranks before them? However, to them these are all miraculous matters, 
so they can be grouped together. Should Muhammad accomplish any of these 
miraculous events, they would consider believing in him and his message. 


They overlooked the permanent miracle of the Qur’an when they were totally 
unable to produce anything similar to it in style, imagery, meaning and philosophy. 
Such a miracle is not physical, defying the senses. Hence they demanded to have 
before them a clearly physical miracle. 


But producing a miracle was something that the Prophet could not accomplish. 
Miracles are only determined by God in His wisdom. It is not appropriate for the 
Prophet to request such a miracle, unless God wishes to give it to him. The Prophet's 
understanding and appreciation of God’s wisdom prevented him from requesting 
such a miracle. Hence, he is commanded to say in reply to them: “Limitless in His 
glory is my Lord. Surely I am only a man and a Messenger.” (Verse 93) He confines 
himself to the limits of his human status and he works according to the duties 
outlined for him in his message. He does not suggest to God anything beyond this. 


Before the Prophet Muhammad was sent as God’s Messenger and even after he 
began to preach his message, people wallowed under the misconception that a 
human being could be God's messenger. Hence they rejected God's messengers and 
the messages He revealed to them: "Nothing has ever prevented people from believing, 
whenever guidance came to them except that they would say: ‘Can it be that God has sent a 
human being as His messenger?” (Verse 94). In this way they turned away from divine 
guidance. 


This misconception results from people’s low rating of their own value and the 
honourable position God has given them. They thought it totally unlikely that a 
human being could be chosen by God to be His messenger. This betrayed a lack of 
understanding of the nature of the universe, the angels, and how, in their angelic 
form, they are unsuited to life on earth. In order for angels to live on earth, their 
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nature must be modified which would then make it impossible for human beings to 
recognize them as angels. 


“Say, Had there been angels walking about on earth as their natural abode, We would have 
sent them an angel messenger from heaven.” (Verse 95) Had God willed that angels 
should inhabit the earth, He would have made them in the form of human beings, 
because it is the form that suits the laws of nature affecting the earth. He says in 
another verse, “Even if We had appointed an angel as Our messenger, We would certainly 
have made him [appear as] a man.” (6: 9) God is certainly able to accomplish any 
purpose He may have. However, He has willed to set in operation laws of nature and 
He has made His creatures fit for life under the influence of such laws of nature 
which He, by His own power and choice, has made permanent and unalterable. 
Through the operation of His laws of nature, His purpose of creation is thus fulfilled. 
Yet the unbelievers understand nothing of this. 


Since this is the pattern God has chosen for His creation, He instructs His 
Messenger to end all argument with them and leave the dispute between the two 
parties to God. He calls on God to be his witness, leaving them entirely to God to do 
with whatever He pleases. He is the One who knows everything about everyone. 
“Say: ‘Sufficient is God for a witness between me and you. He is indeed fully aware of His 
servants, and He sees all things.’” (Verse 96) This statement carries an implicit warning. 
The results, however, are painted in a frightening scene of what will happen on the 
Day of Judgement. 


Devoid of all faculties 


He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided; whereas for those whom He leaves to go 
astray you cannot find anyone to protect them from Him. On the Day of Resurrection 
We shall gather them together, prone upon their faces, blind, dumb and deaf. Hell shall 
be their abode. Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing flame. That is 
their reward for having disbelieved in Our revelations and said, ‘When we are bones 
and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?’ Do they not see that God, 
who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to create their like? He has 
beyond any doubt set a term for their resurrection. But the evildoers refuse to accept 
anything other than unbelief (Verses 97-99) 


God has operated certain laws concerning His guidance and people’s choice of 
error in preference to that guidance. He has allowed people to conduct their lives as 
they wish, but they remain subject to these laws and they will have to face the 
outcome. One of these laws is that human beings either follow God's guidance or 
turn away from it into error. The choice is made by man himself. Whoever deserves, 
on the basis of his efforts and actions, to receive God's guidance will definitely be 
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guided aright. He is the one who will be truly guided as a result of his choice. 


In the other camp we find those who deserve to be left in error because they turn 
away from God’s revelations and blind themselves to all signs pointing the way to 
His guidance. Such people will have no one to protect them against God’s 
punishment: “You cannot find anyone to protect them from Him.” (Verse 97) On the Day 
of Judgement they shall suffer humiliation and will be resurrected in a terrible 
situation, ‘prone upon their faces’, lost as they will be “blind, dumb and deaf’ (Verse 97) 
They are thus deprived of their senses by which they might have been able to find 
their way through the great multitude. It is a fitting result, because it was they who 
chose not to use their senses in life to follow the signs of divine guidance. The final 
outcome is that “Hell shall be their abode.” It will be made to continue to burn fiercely: 
“Every time it abates We will increase for them its blazing fire.” (Verse 97) 


It is certainly a horrifying end, but they have earned it through their disbelief in 
God’s signs and revelations, and also through their denial of resurrection, the 
reckoning and reward: “That is their reward, for having disbelieved in Our revelations and 
said, When we are bones and dust, shall we be raised to life again as a new creation?” (Verse 
98) 


The surah portrays the scene as though it is taking place now. It shows this life as 
having already come to an end and become a distant past. This follows the usual 
Qur’anic method of portraying scenes of the hereafter as if they were taking place 
now in order to enhance their effect, so that people may take heed. 


This is followed by a new argument based on what they see in real life but tend to 
ignore: “Do they not see that God, who has created the heavens and the earth, has power to 
create their like?” (Verse 99) Why should the concept of resurrection be difficult to 
accept when simple logic confirms that God who has created this majestic universe is 
able to create a similar one? If He is thus able to create, He is also able to bring 
creatures back to life after they have died. “He has beyond any doubt seta term for their 
resurrection.” (Verse 99) He has allowed them a term of life and set a time for their 
resurrection. However, “The evildoers refuse to accept anything other than disbelief” 
(Verse 99) Hence their punishment will be fair, as they have had all signs, pointers 
and evidence to show them the path of guidance, but they refused to follow anything 
except error and unbelief. 


A Threat to Exterminate the Believers 


Yet those who made such suggestions and demands as related in the surah were 
themselves misers. Had they been in charge of God's grace, they would have held on 
to it, fearing to expend it. "Say: Had you possessed the treasures of my Lord's mercy, you 
would have been tight-fisted for fear of spending them. For man has always been niggardly.” 
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(Verse 100) This is an image of utter stinginess, because God's grace encompasses 
everything. It will never be exhausted or diminished. Yet in their miserly attitude, 
they would have withheld God's grace from His creation, had they been placed in 
charge of administering it. 


Miracles do not initiate faith in hardened hearts. Moses, for example, was given 
nine such clear signs, but Pharaoh and his people denied them until they suffered 
God's punishment. "To Moses We gave nine clear signs. Ask the Children of Israel [about 
what happened]. When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him, ‘Indeed, Moses, I think that you 
are bewitched. ‘[Moses] said, “You know full well that none other than the Lord of the heavens 
and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are 
utterly lost.” So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all 
those who were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. 
When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 
(Verses 101-104) This part of the history of Moses and the Children of Israel is 
mentioned here because it fits with the context of the surah. It started by mentioning 
the Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, and it then related a part of the history of the 
Israelites with Moses. This is followed by mentioning the hereafter when Pharaoh 
and his people will be brought forward. This also fits with the scene of the hereafter 
and the one showing the end of those who deny resurrection, mentioned a little 
earlier in the surah. 


Moses’ nine clear signs to which the surah refers were his hand turning white, his 
staff, and the tests to which Pharaoh’s people were subjected, such as drought, 
shortage of fruit, floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood. “Ask the Children of Israel’ 
about what happened. They were witnesses to what took place between Moses and 
Pharaoh: “When he came to them, Pharaoh said to him: Indeed, Moses, I think that you are 
bewitched.” (Verse 101) Thus the word of truth assigning divinity to God alone, and 
the call to abandon all injustice and tyranny cannot he uttered, according to the 
tyrant, except by someone bewitched, unable to realize the meaning of what he says. 
Indeed tyrants like Pharaoh cannot imagine that anyone in his right senses could 
ever adopt such an attitude or give expression to such demands. 


Moses, on the other hand, realizes that his strength is based in the truth he 
preaches. His message stands out as a source of light. He is certain of God’s support 
and that He will inevitably punish the tyrants: “Moses said: ‘You know full well that 
none other than the Lord of the heavens and the earth has revealed these eye-opening signs. 
Indeed, Pharaoh, I think that you are utterly lost.” (Verse 102) Moses makes it clear to 
Pharaoh that his denial of the truth when he is fully aware that none other than God 
could have accomplished such clear signs will earn him a terrible punishment. These 
signs were clear for anyone who cared to look. They show the truth in full light, clear 
as the bright day. Yet Pharaoh chose to deny them all and deny God. Hence, divine 
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justice will inflict on him a punishment that leaves him utterly ruined. 


At this point, the tyrannical Pharaoh resorts to his own material force, threatening 
to wipe Moses and his followers off the face of the earth. Such is the method to which 
all tyrants resort when they are faced with the truth. But God’s will is triumphant. 
His law of punishing the oppressors and supporting the oppressed comes into force: 
“So he resolved to wipe them off the face of the earth, but We caused him and all those who 
were with him to drown. Then We said to the Children of Israel, Dwell in the land. When the 
promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.’” (Verses 103- 
104) 


Thus was the end of those who denied the clear signs which were shown to them 
as evidence of the truth. God gave the land to the oppressed to rule. When they are in 
charge, their actions will be the basis of the judgement they have to face. At the 
beginning of the surah we were given a clear idea of their end. Here we are only told 
that both they and their enemies will be gathered together on the Day of Judgement: 
“When the promise of the Last Day shall come to pass, We will bring you all together.” 
(Verse 104) 


Method of Qur’anic Revelations 


Pharaoh's destruction by drowning was one example of material miracles worked 
out in past generations. The surah tells us how such miracles were received by people 
bent on denying the truth and how, as a result, they were doomed to suffer God's 
punishment. The Qur'àn, God's last message, was revealed with the truth so that it 
could serve as a permanent sign and basis of guidance. It was bestowed from on high 
in parts, so that it may be read and reflected upon at length: "We have bestowed [this 
Qur'an] from on high in truth, and in truth has it come down. We have sent you only as a 
herald of good news and a warner. We have divided the Qur'an into parts so that you may 
recite it to people with deliberation. We have indeed bestowed it from on high step by step." 
(Verses 105-106) 


The Qur'àn was revealed in order to educate a community and establish for it a 
system and code of life. This community would then carry it to all the corners of the 
earth in order to educate humanity on the basis of this perfect system. Hence the 
Qur'àn was revealed one part at a time, according to the practical needs of that 
community and the circumstances attending its first formative period. Education and 
the moulding of a nation and a community require time as well as practical 
experience. Thus the Qur'àn was not revealed as a theoretical doctrine or an abstract 
vision to be used for academic study and polemical argument. It was revealed part 
by part instead so that it could be implemented gradually during this formative 
period. This is indeed the reason for its gradual revelation, one part or passage at a 
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time, not a whole scripture or code given at the outset. 


The first generation of believers received it in this light. They approached it as 
directives to be implemented in practice, be they prohibitions, recommendations or 
obligations. They never approached it as something for moral or intellectual debate 
like poetry and literature, or for amusement like legends and stories. They allowed it 
to influence their daily lives to the full, bringing their feelings, perceptions and 
behaviour in line with it, and moulding their way of life in accordance with its 
teachings. They discarded whatever was in conflict with it of their values, norms and 
practices. 


`Abdullāh ibn Mas`ūd, a learned Companion of the Prophet says: “When any of us 
learnt ten verses of the Qur'àn, one would not try to learn more until we had fully 
learnt their meaning and how to put them into practice." 


God revealed the Qur'àn based on the truth: "We have bestowed [this Qur'an] from 
on high in truth." (Verse 105) And its purpose is to establish the truth on earth: "And 
in truth has it come down." (Verse 105) Thus the truth is its fabric and ultimate aim, its 
substance and whole concern. This is the truth as it is ingrained in the constitution of 
the universe, and forming the foundation of the existence of the heavens and the 
earth. The Qur'àn is closely linked to the constitution of the universe, always 
pointing to it. Indeed the truth is the ultimate goal of the Qur'àn. The Prophet gives 
warnings and promises of happiness on the basis of the truth which the Qur'an 
expounds. 


To Believe or Not to Believe 


At this point the Prophet is commanded to explain the truth plainly to his people, 
leaving them free to make their choice to either believe in the Qur'àn or to reject it. 
They will have to bear the consequences of their choice. He puts in front of their eyes 
an example of its reception by Jewish and Christian people who were given sound 
knowledge before its revelation. They may feel that they will do well to follow in the 
footsteps of such learned people when they themselves have not been granted such 
knowledge: 


Say, “You may believe in it or you may not.’ Those who were given knowledge before it 
was revealed fall down on their faces in humble prostration when it is recited to them, 
and say, “Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been 
fulfilled.’ And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it increases their 
humility. (Verses 107-109) 


This is an inspiring image showing people endowed with knowledge listening to 
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the Qur'an, touched by its truth and falling down on their faces in humble 
prostration. They cannot restrain themselves. They do not merely prostrate 
themselves, but fall down on their faces in complete humility. They give expression 
to what they feel in their hearts of God's greatness and the fulfilment of His promise: 
"Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled." (Verse 
108) But then their feelings are further enhanced and they are deeply touched so that 
words are insufficient to express their feelings. Tears pour down from their eyes 
telling of their profound emotion: "And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and it 
increases their humility." (Verse 109) It is a scene of profound feelings demonstrated by 
people receiving the Qur'àn with open hearts, having learnt from their earlier 
scriptures of the truth it explains. 


This inspiring scene is painted after the surah has given the Arabs the choice of 
believing in the Qur'àn or rejecting it. It is followed with a statement leaving it up to 
them to call on God with whatever names they choose. In their days of ignorance 
they declined to call God as Rahman, which means, ‘Most Merciful’. Hence they are 
told that they may call on God with whichever one of His names they choose: “Say: 
Call upon God or call upon the Most Merciful. By whichever name you invoke Him, His are 
the most gracious names.” (Verse 110) Their prejudices concerning His names have no 
basis other than myth that they used to believe in their ignorance. They have no 
sound basis. 


The Prophet is then instructed to recite his prayers in a middle voice. This is 
because the unbelievers used to ridicule him whenever they saw him praying. It is 
also true to say that a voice pitched in the middle is the most suited to prayer: “Do 
not raise your voice too loud in prayer, nor say it in too low a voice, but follow a middle 
course in between.” (Verse 110) 


The surah closes in the same way as it opened, praising God and asserting His 
oneness, and reiterating the facts that He has neither son nor partner and is in need 
of no help or support from anyone. This is indeed the pivot round which the surah 
turns: “And say: All praise is due to God who has never begotten a son; who has no partner 
in His dominion; who needs none to support Him against any difficulty.’ And extol His 
greatness.” (Verse 111) 
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SURAH 18 


Al-Kahf 
(The Cave) 


Prologue 


The most important thing to be noted about this surah is its preponderant 
narration of events that took place in the past. First we have the story of the sleepers 
in the cave, followed by that of the man with two gardens, then a reference to Adam 
and Satan. In the middle of the surah we see what happened between Moses and the 
pious man, and at the end there is an account of Dhu’l-Qarnayn. These stories form 
the major part of the surah, taking 71 out of its 110 verses. Most of the remaining 
verses comment on the stories and outline the lessons to be learnt from them. In 
addition, the surah also contains some scenes of the Day of Judgement, and others 
drawn from human life to explain an idea or emphasize a concept. In all these, we 
see examples of the Qur’anic method of emphasizing its ideas through vivid 
imagery. 


The central theme in the surah, to which all its accounts and ideas relate, is to 
purge faith of all alien concepts. It seeks to establish correct and accurate thought and 
reasoning, as also establish values that are sound according to the criterion of the 
Islamic faith. 


Purging faith of alien concepts is determined both at the outset and conclusion. 
The surah opens with these verses: “All praise is due to God who has bestowed this book 
from on high on His servant, and has ensured that it remains free of distortion, unerringly 
straight, meant to warn people of a severe punishment from Himself and to give the believers 
who do good works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward which continues to 
be theirs forever. Furthermore, it warns those who assert, ‘God has taken to Himself a son.’ 
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No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither had their forefathers. Dreadful indeed 
is this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verses 1- 
5) 


The surah concludes with: “Say: ‘I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been 
revealed to me that your God is the One and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his 
Lord [on Judgement Day’, let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit 
no one as partner.” (Verse 110) Thus the surah begins and ends with declaring God’s 
oneness, rejecting any concept that associates partners with God, accepting revelation 
as true, and making a clear and absolute distinction between God and other beings. 


The surah touches on this theme several times, in various ways. As it relates the 
history of the sleepers in the cave, those young believers are quoted as saying: “Our 
Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth. Never shall we call upon any deity other than 
Him. If we did, we should indeed have uttered an enormity!” (Verse 14) In its commentary 
on their story, the surah says: “No guardian have they apart from Him; nor does He allot to 
anyone a share in His rule.” (Verse 26) 


As it relates the story of the man with two gardens, the surah quotes the argument 
of the believer as he says to his friend: “Do you deny Him who has created you out of 
dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the end fashioned you into a man? But for my 
part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none shall associate with my Lord.” (Verses 37- 
38) In the final commentary on this story, the surah includes: “He had none to support 
him against God, nor was he able to save himself. For thus it is: all protection comes from 
God, the True One. He is the best to grant reward and the best to [determine] outcome.” 
(Verses 43-44) 


As it draws one of the scenes of the Day of Judgement, the surah says: “One day He 
will say, “Call now on those beings whom you alleged to be My partners!’ They will invoke 
them, but those [beings] will not respond to them; for We shall have placed an unbridgeable 
gulf between them.” (Verse 52) And in comment on another scene the surah says: “Do 
the unbelievers think that they could take My creatures for patrons against Me? We have 
indeed readied hell as a dwelling place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) 


The establishment of clear and accurate thought and reasoning is made manifest 
in the rejection of the claims of all those who associate partners with God, because 
they assert what they do not know. They have no evidence to prove what they claim. 
The surah also directs human beings to make their judgement only on what they 
know for certain. What they do not know, they should leave to God to determine. 
Thus at the beginning of the surah we have the verse stating: “It warns those who 
assert, “God has taken to Himself son.’ No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither 
had their forefathers." (Verses 4-5) 


The sleepers in the cave are quoted as saying: "These people of ours have taken for 
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worship deities other than Him, without being able to show any convincing proof of their 
belief.” (Verse 15) When they wonder how long they have been in that state of sleep, 
they leave the issue to God who has perfect knowledge of everything: “They said: 
Your Lord knows best how long you have remained thus.” (Verse 19) The story also 
includes clear disapproval of those who speak about the number of the sleepers, 
relying only on guesswork: “Some will say, ‘They were three, the fourth of them being 
their dog,’ while others will say, ‘Five, with their dog being the sixth of them,’ idly guessing 
at the unknown. Yet others will say, “They were seven, the eighth of them being their dog.’ 
Say: My Lord knows best how many they were. None but a few have any real knowledge of 
them. Hence, do not enter into argument about them, except on a matter that is clear, nor ask 
anyone of these people to enlighten you about them.’” (Verse 22) 


In the story of Moses and the pious man, the latter reveals to him at the end the 
secret behind each of his apparently wild and unreasonable actions to which Moses 
had objected. He says to Moses that it was all done “by your Lord’s grace. I did not do 
any of this of my own accord.” (Verse 82) Thus all issues and situations are attributed to 
God alone. 


The main purpose of the surah is to make faith the basis for the evaluation of 
concepts, ideas, practices and values. This is shown in various places. All proper and 
good values are attributed to faith and good action. Any other value which does not 
have its basis in faith is unworthy, even though it may seem highly attractive. All 
that appears fascinating and beautiful in this life is meant as a test. It will all come to 
an end: “We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in order to test people as to 
which of them are best in conduct; and, in time, We shall indeed reduce all that is on it to 
barren dust.” (Verses 7-8) To be under God’s protection is to be in a wide and 
comfortable environment, even though one may have to seek refuge in a narrow and 
barren cave. Those young believers who abandoned their community and went to 
the cave are clear about their purpose: “Now that you have withdrawn from them and all 
that they worship instead of God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace over 
you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.” (Verse 16) 


The surah addresses the Prophet, requiring him to persevere and be patient, 
associating with those who believe, paying no regard to the adornments of this world 
or to those who overlook their duty towards God: “Contain yourself in patience with 
those who call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance. Let not your 
eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of this world. Pay no heed to any 
whose heart We have left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always 
followed his own desires, and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. Say: “The truth [has 
now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.’” 
(Verses 28-29) 


The story of the two gardens and their owner portrays how a believer is proud of 
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his faith, valuing it as much higher than wealth, position or luxury. A believer states 
the truth clearly to his arrogant friend and reproaches him for forgetting God: “Do 
you deny Him who has created you out of dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the 
end fashioned you into a man? But for my part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none 
shall I associate with my Lord. If only you said as you entered your garden, “Whatever God 
wills [shall come to pass, for] there is no power except with God!” Although, as you see, I 
have less wealth and offspring than you, yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 
something better than your garden, just as He may let loose a calamity out of heaven upon 
this [your garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren dust or its water sinks deep into the 
ground, so that you will never be able to find it." (Verses 37-41) 


Once this story has been told, the surah then depicts this present life and how it is 
prone to rapid change. Wealth and prosperity are soon replaced by something totally 
different: “Set forth to them a simile about the life of this world: [it is] like the water which 
We send down from the skies, and which is absorbed by the plants of the earth. In time they 
turn into dry stubble which the winds blow freely about. It is God alone who has power over 
all things." (Verse 45) This is followed by a clear statement showing the difference 
between transitory values and everlasting ones: "Wealth and children are the adornment 
of the life of this world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater merit in your 
Lord's sight, and a far better source of hope." (Verse 46) 


Dhu’l-Qarnayn is not mentioned in the surah for his being an angel, but rather 
because of his good deeds. When the people he found in between the two mountain 
passes offered him money to build a barrier to protect them against Gog and Magog, 
he declined because: “That with which my Lord has established me is better” than 
anything you could give me. And when the barrier has been erected, he 
acknowledges that it was all done by God's help, not by his own power: “This is a 
mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, He will make this 
[rampart] level with the ground. My Lord's promise always comes true." (Verse 98) 


At the end of the surah, the fact is stated that the worst losers among all creatures 
are those who refuse to believe in God’s revelations or in the fact of meeting Him on 
the Day of Judgement. Such people will have no weight and no position or status, 
despite the fact that they believe themselves to be doing well: “Say: Shall we tell you 
who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? It is they whose labour in this world has 
been misguided, and who nonetheless think that what they do is right. It is they who have 
chosen to disbelieve in their Lord’s revelations and deny the truth that they will meet Him. 
Vain will be their works. No weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection Day.” (Verses 
103-105) 


Thus we see that the pivot round which the whole surah turns is that of purging 
faith of all false concepts, providing sound reasoning and establishing correct values 
on the basis of faith. 
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The whole surah concentrates on these three purposes, round after round. It begins 
by praising God who has revealed to His servant this book which serves to give 
happy news to the believers and stern warnings to those who allege that God has 
betaken to Himself a son. It states clearly that whatever we find on earth is made a 
sort of adornment only to make it a test for human beings. It will all vanish into 
nothing. This is followed by the story of the sleepers in the cave, which serves as a 
good example of making the right choice, giving preference to faith over worldly 
pleasures and comforts. For the sleepers seek refuge in the cave to keep their faith 
intact. 


The second stage directs the Prophet to content himself with the company of those 
who appeal to their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance. He should 
abandon those who neglect to remember God. The story of the two gardens and their 
owner shows clearly how a believer feels his strength in his faith while the values of 
this world mean nothing to him. 


The third stage includes several interlinked scenes of the Day of Judgement, as 
well as a reference to Adam and Satan. It concludes with an explanation of the rule 
which results in the destruction of oppressors, while treating sinners with mercy and 
allowing them respite until their appointed term. 


The story of Moses and the pious man forms the fourth stage, while the fifth gives 
an account of Dhu’l-Qarnayn. Then the surah finishes as it began: giving happy news 
to the believers and more warnings to the unbelievers. It reaffirms the fact of 
revelation and emphasizes anew the truth of God’s oneness without any partner. 
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1 


A Distinctive System of 


Values 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


All praise is due to God who has bestowed this 
book. from on high on His servant, and has 
ensured that it remains free of distortion, (1) 


unerringly straight, meant to warn people of a 
severe punishment from Himself, and to give the 
believers who do good works the happy news that 
they shall bave a goodly reward (2) 


which continues to be theirs forever. (3) 


Furthermore, it warns those who assert, God has 
taken to Himself a son.’ (4) 


No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and 
neither had thei forefathers. Dreadful indeed is 
this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing 
but falsehood do they utter. (5) 
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Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death 
with grief over them 1f they will not believe in this 
message? (6) 


We have made all that is on earth as an 
adornment in order to test people as to which of 
them are best in conduct; (7) 


and, in time, We shall indeed reduce all that is on 
it to barren dust. (8) 


Do you think that the People of the Cave and the 
inscription were a wonder among Our signs? (9) 


When those youths took refuge in the cave, they 
said: ‘Our Lord! Bestow on us Your grace, and 
provide for us right guidance in our affair.’ (10) 


So We drew a veil over their ears in the cave, for a 
number of years, (11) 


and then We awakened them so that We might 
mark out which of tbe two parties managed to 
calculate the time they had remained in that 
state, (12) 


We shall relate to you their story in all truth. 
They were young men who believed in their Lord, 
so We increased them in guidance. (13) 
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We put courage in their hearts, so that they stood 
up and said: Our Lord is the Lord of the 
heavens and the earth. Never shall we call upon 
any deity other than Him. If we did, we should 
indeed have uttered an enormity! (14) 


These people of ours have taken for worship 
deities other than Him, without being able to 
show any convinang proof of their beliefs. Who 
does more wrong than he who invents a he about 


God? (15) 


Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them 
and all that they worship instead of God, take 
refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace 
over you and make fitting arrangements for you in 


our affairs." (16) 


You might have seen the sun, on its rising, incline 
away from their cave on the right, and, on its 
setting, turn away from them on the left, while 
they lay in a space within. That was one of God's 
signs. He whom God guides is indeed nightly 
guided, but for him whom He kts go astray you 
can never find any protector who would point out 
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the right way. (17) 


You would have thought that they were awake, 
when they were certainly askep. And We turned 
them over repeatedly, now to the right, now to the 
lefi; and their dog lay at the cave’s entrance, with 
us forepaws outstretched. Had you come upon 
them, you would have certainly turned away from 
them in fight, and would surely have been filled 
wath terror of them. (18) 


Such being their state, We avakened them; and 
they began to question one another. One of them 
asked: ‘How long have you remained thus?’ They 
answered: We have remained thus a day, or part 
of a day.’ They said: Your Lord knows best how 
long you have remained thus. Let, then, one of 
ou go with these silver coins to the town, and ket 
him find out what food is purest there, and bring 
ou some of wt. But let him behave with great care 
and by no means make anyone aware of you. 


(19) 


For, indeed, if they should come to know of you, 
they might stone you to death or force you back, to 
their faith, in which case you would never attain to 


any good!’ (20) 
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In this way have We drawn people's attention to 
their case, so that they might know that God's 
promise ts true and that there can be no doubt as 
to the Last Hour. The people disputed among 
themselves as to what happened to them. 


Some of them said: Erect a building in their 
memory. God knows their case best? Those 
whose opinion prevailed in the end said: "Indeed, 
we must surely raise a house of worship in their 
memory.’ (21) 


Some will say, ‘They were three, the fourth of 
them being their dog,’ while others will say, Five, 
mith their dog being the sixth of them, idh 
guessing at the unknown. Yet others will say, 
‘They were seven, the eighth of them being ther 
dog.’ Say: My Lord knows best how many they 
were. None but a few have any real knowledge of 
them. Hence, do not enter into argument about 
them, except on a matter that is dear, nor ask 
anyone of these people to enlighten you about 
them.’ (22) 


Never say about anything, T shal do this 
tomorrow,’ (23) 


without adding, if God so wills.’ Should you 
Joret, then call your Lord to mind and say, T 
pray that my Lord will guide me even closer than 
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this to what is right.’ (24) 


So they stayed in their cave three hundred years, 
and [some] add nine years more. (25) 


Say: God knows best how long they remained 
there. His alone is the knowledge of the secrets of 
the heavens and earth. How well does He see and 
hear! No guardian have they apart from Fim; 
nor does He allot to anyone a share in His ruk.’ 
26) 
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Reate whatever has been revealed to you of your 
Lord’s book. There is nothing that could alter 
His words. You can find no refuge other than 
with Him. (ZN 








A Stern Warning for Outright Liars 


The surah states its case very clearly from the outset: 


All praise is due to God who has bestowed this book from on high on His servant, and 
has ensured that it remains free of distortion, unerringly straight, meant to warn 
people of a severe punishment from Himself, and to give the believers who do good 
works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward which continues to be 
theirs forever. Furthermore, it warns those who assert, ‘God has taken to Himself a 
son.’ No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither had their forefathers. 
Dreadful indeed is this saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do 
they utter. Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death with grief over them if they 
will not believe in this message? We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in 
order to test people as to which of them are best in conduct; and, in time, We shall 
indeed reduce all that is on it to barren dust. (Verses 1-8) 
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This opening speaks of a very straightforward and decisive position. It combines 
this with praising God and expressing gratitude to Him for revealing the book, i.e. 
the Qur'an, to 'His servant, Muhammad, and for making it clear, free of distortion 
and absolutely straight. There is nothing in it that may be described as evasive or 
dodgy. Its purpose is “to warn people of a severe punishment from Himself’ (Verse 2) 


The picture is clear right at the outset. There is no ambiguity or equivocation about 
the Islamic faith. It is God who has bestowed the book from on high, and He is to be 
praised for so bestowing it. Muhammad is God’s servant, which means that everyone 
else is also His servant. God has no son or partner. The book itself is free of distortion 
and ‘unerringly straight’. The concept of the Qur’an being straight is given first in the 
form of negating any possibility of distortion, and then reiterated in describing it as 
‘unerringly straight’. This makes for very strong emphasis. 


Such clarity is maintained as the purpose of revealing the Qur'àn is outlined. 
Indeed it has a dual purpose: "To warn people of a severe punishment from Himself and to 
give the believers who do good works the happy news that they shall have a goodly reward." 
(Verse 2) However, the stern warning is more strongly emphasized throughout. It 
begins in a general way, speaking of a severe punishment that God Himself may 
inflict. Then the warning is reiterated for a particular group of people: "It warns those 
who assert, “God has taken to Himself son.’” (Verse 4) In between the two warnings we 
have the happy news given to believers who do good works.’ This serves as a condition 
that ensures that faith should have practical evidence in real life. It is not confined to 
theoretical principles that may be endlessly discussed without effect in practice. 


The surah then moves to expose their false approach by which they judge the most 
important issue of all, i.e. faith: “No knowledge whatever have they of Him, and neither 
had their forefathers.” (Verse 5) Theirs is a despicable attitude when they utter such an 
enormity without proper consideration or real knowledge: “Dreadful indeed is this 
saying that issues from their mouths. Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verse 5) 


The description here makes use of the sound of the words to add to the impression 
of horror given to the listeners. It begins with the adjective, ‘dreadful’, to enhance the 
anticipation of something totally unacceptable. This is further increased by the 
inversion used in the sentence. The sound and rhythm of the Arabic original is 
particularly significant in giving a true sense of the enormity those unbelievers utter. 
This is brought to its climax in the last sentence which utilizes the form of negation 
and limitation: “Nothing but falsehood do they utter.” (Verse 5) 


The surah then addresses the Prophet in a way that is akin to disapproval of his 
being saddened by his people’s attitude which denies the truth of the Qur’an. He was 
pained by their rejection of God’s guidance and their insistence on following the way 
which he knew would lead them to ruin. In a hint of disapproval, the Prophet is 
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asked: “Would you, perhaps, torment yourself to death with grief over them if they will not 
believe in this message?” (Verse 6) Would your grief at their rejection of the truth cause 
you to kill yourself? These people do not deserve that you should feel any sorrow on 
their account. It is better that you should abandon them. 


The Prophet is also reminded that God has made all the comforts and pleasures 
available on earth, and all riches and offspring, a sort of a test for mankind. The test 
will prove who of them does good in this life so as to earn its benefit as well as a 
happy destiny in the life to come: “We have made all that is on earth as an adornment in 
order to test people as to which of them are best in conduct.” (Verse 7) 


God certainly knows the position of every one of His creatures, but he rewards 
everyone only on the basis of the actions a person takes. It is actual deeds that are 
rewarded according to their merit. The surah does not mention here those who do not 
do good works because the statement is clear with all that it entails. 


The eventual outcome of all such adornment that is available on earth is 
inevitable. The earth will shed it all, and all living things on earth will die. Thus 
before the Day of Resurrection, the earth will be nothing more than a coarse and 
lifeless surface: “In time We shall indeed reduce all that is on it to barren dust.” (Verse 8) 
There is a clear element of toughness in the expression and in the scene it portrays. 
We are faced with an earth that has a desert-like surface with no trace of life over it. 


Young Men with Clear Insight 


After its brief opening, the surah speaks about the people of the cave, depicting the 
effect faith has on believers: giving them reassurance and inner peace. Hence, they 
prefer it to all material riches and pleasures. When they find it hard to live as 
believers within their community, they seek refuge in a cave where they receive 
God's care and protection and enjoy His grace. 


There are countless reports that speak about the sleepers in the cave, and just as 
many versions of their story. However, we have no use for any of these; we will 
confine ourselves to what the Qur'àn tells us about them as it is the only source that 
provides true information. There may be other reports that have found their way into 
books of commentary on the Qur'an, but we will disregard all these as they lack 
proof of authenticity. In this we rely on good counsel, because the surah contains an 
order prohibiting all argument concerning the people of the cave and reference to 
any source other than the Qur'àn in trying to establish the truth about them. 


It is reported that the reason for the revelation of this story and that of Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn, related later in the surah, is that the Jews persuaded the people of Makkah 
to put to the Prophet questions concerning them, and also concerning the spirit. It is 
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also said that the people of Makkah themselves asked the Jews to prepare some 
questions for them to test whether Muhammad was a true Prophet. This may be 
partially or totally true, especially since the account giving the history of Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn begins with, "They will ask you about Dhu'l-Qarnayn. Say: I will give you an 
account of him." (Verse 83) But no reference is made to any question about the people 
of the cave. We leave this point aside and proceed to discuss the story as it is related, 
since it is clearly relevant to the main theme of the surah. 


The structure of the story begins with a short summary before its narration in 
detail. It is shown in a series of scenes with some gaps left in between. Nevertheless, 
all omissions are clearly understood. 


The story begins as follows: 


Do you think that the people of the cave and the inscription were a wonder among Our 
signs? When those youths took refuge in the cave, they said: 'Our Lord! Bestow on us 
Your grace, and provide for us right guidance in our affair.” So We drew a veil over 
their ears in the cave, for a number of years, and then We awakened them so that We 
might mark out which of the two parties managed to calculate the time they had 
remained in that state. (Verses 9-12) 


This sums up the whole story showing its main lines and features. We learn from 
it that the people of the cave were youths, whose number is not mentioned, and that 
they went to the cave to isolate themselves from their community because they 
believed in God. We also learn that they were made to sleep in the cave for a number 
of years, which is not stated here, before they were aroused from their long slumber. 
Weare told of two groups arguing about them, so they were awakened to make clear 
which of the two groups calculated their stay in the cave better. We are clearly told 
that, strange as their history is, it is not particularly marvellous among the miracles 
and signs given by God. Indeed there are numerous things that are much more 
marvellous and miraculous in the universe than the story of the cave people. Those 
youths are referred to in the surah as ‘the people of the cave and the inscription’. A cave is 
a natural chamber in a mountain or under rocky ground, while the inscription refers, 
most probably, to the record of their names which was, perhaps, the one hung at the 
entrance of the cave, where they were eventually found. 


After this summary which heightens our interest in the story, the surah begins by 
stating that the account about to be given is the whole truth concerning their affair: 


We shall relate to you their story in all truth. They were young men who believed in 
their Lord, so We increased them in guidance. We put courage in their hearts, so that 
they stood up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth. Never shall 
we call upon any deity other than Him. If we did, we should indeed have uttered an 
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enormity! These people of ours have taken for worship deities other than Him, without 
being able to show any convincing proof of their beliefs. Who does more wrong than he 
who invents a lie about God? Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them and all 
that they worship instead of God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His 
grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.’ (Verses 13-16) 


This is the first scene. Those believing youths were increased in guidance in order 
to be able to manage their affairs with their community. Along with this increased 
guidance, “We put courage in their hearts,” to make them solid in their attitude, firm in 
their belief in the truth, proud of the faith they had chosen. 


Then we are informed that “they stood up,” which signifies a movement indicating 
resolve and firmness. “They stood up and said: ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the 
earth.” (Verse 14) He is indeed the Creator, Lord and Sustainer of the whole universe. 
“Never shall we call upon any deity other than Him.” (Verse 14) For He is the One 
without partners of any sort. We make this pledge, because if we were to call upon 
anyone else, “we should indeed have uttered an enormity!” (Verse 14) We would have 
gone beyond all proper limits and be in total error. 


They now turn to the prevailing situation among their people and express their 
rejection of it. They are clear that what their people do has no foundation 
whatsoever: “These people of ours have taken for worship deities other than Him, without 
being able to show any convincing proof of their beliefs.” (Verse 15) Indeed any faith 
should be founded on solid evidence of the truth. Only with such evidence can it 
have its say to turn people’s hearts and minds to its argument. Without such proof, it 
is utter fabrication. What is worse is that such falsehood is asserted in relation to God 
Himself: “Who does more wrong than he who invents a lie about God?” (Verse 15) 


Up to this point the attitude of the youths appears to be clear, open and 
straightforward. They are resolute in their adoption of the faith, betraying no 
hesitation whatsoever. Indeed they are shown to be very strong physically and 
mentally, and strong in their faith and in their rejection of the way followed by their 
community. 


Here they are talking about two vastly different ways of life. There can be no 
meeting point between the two, and there can be no participation by these young 
believers in the life of their community. They had no choice but to flee in order to 
protect their faith. They are not prophets able to present to their community the true 
faith, calling on them to accept it. They are simply a group of young people who 
have been able to discern the right path out of a bleak, unbelieving environment. 
Should they have stood up in public to declare their faith, they might well not have 
been able to withstand the pressure on them to abandon it. Nor could they resort to 
pretence and avoidance, appearing to concur with their people while worshipping 
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God in secret. Furthermore, it appears that, most probably, their secret was found 
out. Hence they had no option but to flee, seeking God’s protection and support. 
They preferred life in the cave to all the attractions that their society offered. 


Spreading Grace 


That is the conclusion of their consultations and they immediately put it into 
effect: “Hence, now that you have withdrawn from them and all that they worship instead of 
God, take refuge in the cave. God may well spread His grace over you and make fitting 
arrangements for you in your affairs.” (Verse 16) 


The surprise here is great indeed. These young believers who have abandoned 
their people and families, forsaking all the pleasures of this life and preferring 
instead to sleep rough in a small dark cave, begin to sense God’s grace. They feel it 
coming, easy, comforting, abundant, limitless. It is spread over them to change the 
quality of their life in the cave: “God may well spread His grace over you.” (Verse 16) 
Thus, the cave becomes like a wide expanse, where God’s grace is bestowed in 
abundance to change their whole outlook on life and bring about comfort and 
contentment. The solid, rocky walls of the cave are made to overlook a wide horizon, 
and loneliness in the cave is totally dispelled, for God has spread His grace over their 
young hearts and He takes care of them, arranging something for their comfort. 


This is an aspect of what faith can do to a person. All appearances undergo a 
fundamental change. All that people may value and all their concepts with regard to 
life and happiness do not matter. When a human heart is full of faith, it sees a totally 
different world, where God’s grace imparts reassurance and genuine happiness. 
Hence whatever turn events may take will be accepted, because the total result is 
comforting and fitting for one’s life in this world and in the life to come: “God may 
well spread His grace over you and make fitting arrangements for you in your affairs.” 
(Verse 16) 


With these young people proceeding to the cave, the story moves on to the next 
scene. Now we see them settled in the cave, overtaken by sleep: 


You might have seen the sun, on its rising, incline away from their cave on the right, 
and, on its setting, turn away from them on the left, while they lay in a space within. 
That was one of God's signs. He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided, but for 
him whom He lets go astray you can never find any protector who would point out the 
right way. You would have thought that they were awake, when they were certainly 
asleep. And We turned them over repeatedly, now to the right, now to the left; and 
their dog lay at the cave’s entrance, with its forepaws outstretched. Had you come 
upon them, you would have certainly turned away from them in flight, and would 
surely have been filled with terror of them. (Verses 17-18) 
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This is a remarkable scene. Not only do we see how the young men looked and 
what they were doing, we have a picture full of life, with the sun rising, but 
deliberately moving away from their cave. The word used here, ‘inclining away’, 
imparts a sense of deliberate action taken for a particular purpose. Again when it is 
time for the sun to move in the other direction before it sets, it turns away to the left 
so that their cave remains unseen. All the while, they lay in a space within. 


Before completing its description of the scene, the surah makes a familiar Qur’anic 
comment which draws people’s attentions to a particular aspect of faith that is 
relevant at that particular point: “That was one of God's signs." (Verse 17) It was indeed 
a great sign, something highly remarkable. They were put in a cave where they could 
not see the sun, nor its rays. It gave them neither light nor warmth. They remained in 
their position, alive but motionless. 


"He whom God guides is indeed rightly guided, but for him whom He lets go astray you 
can never find any protector who would point out the right way.” (Verse 17) There is a 
certain divine law that determines which people may receive God’s guidance and 
which are left in error. When a person looks at God's signs and accepts what they 
indicate, that person finds God’s guidance in accordance with His law. Hence, he is 
‘indeed rightly guided.’ (Verse 17) But whoever turns his back on these signs and 
refuses to understand the message they impart is bound, according to God’s law, to 
go astray. Hence he is left in error and will have none to guide him. 


The surah goes on to show the young people asleep in their cave. They are turned 
from one side to another in their very long slumber. Anyone looking at them would 
think them awake when they were fast asleep. Their dog remains at the entrance to 
the cave, stretching his forepaws like dogs normally do when they rest. He takes the 
position normally taken by a guard dog. The whole scene would fill any onlooker 
with terror so as to put them to flight. He would find people looking as though they 
were awake but in reality were asleep, unable to wake or move. This was all God’s 
arrangement, protecting them, until the time He chose for their awakening. 


The Sleepers Awake 


Suddenly things change totally: 


Such being their state, We awakened them; and they began to question one another. 
One of them asked: ‘How long have you remained thus?’ They answered: ‘We have 
remained thus a day, or part of a day.’ They said “Your Lord knows best how long you 
have remained thus. Let, then, one of you go with these silver coins to the town, and 
let him find out what food is purest there, and bring you some of it. But let him behave 
with great care and by no means make anyone aware of you. For, indeed, if they should 
come to know of you, they might stone you to death or force you back to their faith, in 
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which case you would never attain to any good!’ (Verses 19-20) 


The element of surprise is always used in Qur’anic stories in order to enhance the 
effect. Here the scene portrays the youths as they woke after their long slumber. They 
do not realize how long they have been asleep. They rub their eyes and begin to ask 
one another about what had happened. One turns to the others asking how long they 
were asleep for, just like anyone rising after having slept for many hours. He must 
have felt that this time his sleep was unduly long. The answer he received from his 
friends is indefinite: “We have remained thus a day, or part of a day.” (Verse 19) 


But then they realize that to determine the length of their sleep is of no 
consequence. They leave that point aside, just like a believer should do in any matter 
of no specific importance. They turn to something more practical. They are hungry 
and have some money which they carried on them when they left home. Their 
discussion takes a different turn: “They said: ‘Your Lord knows best how long you have 
remained thus. Let, then, one of you go with these silver coins to the town, and let him find 
out what food is purest there, and bring you some of it.’” (Verse 19) The most natural 
reaction in the circumstances! One is to go to the city to bring back the best food 
available for them. 


They are however in an unusual position, and they have to be extra careful. They 
must not allow their people to find them out or discover their hiding place. For that 
would bring certain disaster. The people in authority in the city would stone them to 
death for their apostasy. 


These young men worshipped God alone, associating no partners with Him, while 
their people were pagans. Hence they were sure to kill them or at least to torture 
them until they renounced their belief in God and turned back to the faith of their 
community. These are the only options their people would consider. Hence the 
young believers re-emphasize their advice to their friend who was going to the city 
to bring the food: “But let him behave with great care and by no means make anyone aware 
of you. For, indeed, if they should come to know of you, they might stone you to death or force 
you back to their faith, in which case you would never attain to any good!” (Verses 19-20) 
Indeed no one who turns back to unbelief in God and associates partners with Him 
could ever attain any good result. How could it be possible when he has incurred the 
greatest loss through disbelieving in God’s oneness? 


We are given here a panoramic view of the whole scene. The youths are 
apprehensive, unaware of how much time had lapsed or how many years they had 
remained in their cave. Indeed generations had passed by, and the city from which 
they departed had gone through great changes. The tyrants they feared had been 
removed from power. Yet the story of the young people who had fled in order to 
maintain their faith had been reported from one generation to another, with people 
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differing as to their faith and what they believed in, as well as the exact timing of 
their escape. The awaking sleepers were totally unaware of all these events. 


The surah however allows the curtain to fall over this scene only to raise it again 
showing a totally different picture, with a time lapse between the two. We 
understand that the present population of the city believe in God. They are so 
thrilled to discover the young believers through the one who was sent to fetch food. 
The people in the city somehow ascertain that he is one of the young men who had 
fled from the tyranny of the unbelievers a long time ago. 


We need to stretch our imaginations somewhat to realize the magnitude of the 
young men’s surprise as they heard from their friend what had happened during 
their sleep. He assures them that the city has experienced a great change since their 
departure. There was now nothing in the new society that they could not accept. 
Indeed all that they had once known in that city was now totally different. They 
themselves belonged to a generation that had long since gone. To the present people 
in the city, they were a marvel. Hence they would not be treated like ordinary human 
beings. They were totally unrelated to the present generation. Their relatives, friends, 
ties, concerns, feelings, habits and traditions had either been severed or undergone 
radical change. They were no more than a living memory, not real people. Therefore, 
God had spared them all that could result from their joining this new generation and 
thus caused them to die. 


All this is left to our imagination. The surah portrays the final scene, when they are 
allowed to die. The people are standing outside the cave, disputing among 
themselves about their faith, and how to preserve their memory for future 
generations. It moves directly to outline the moral of this remarkable story: “In this 
way have We drawn people's attention to their case, so that they might know that God's 
promise is true and that there can be no doubt as to the Last Hour. The people disputed 
among themselves as to what happened to them. Some of them said: ‘Erect a building in their 
memory. God knows their case best.” Those whose opinion prevailed in the end said: ‘Indeed, 
we must surely raise a house of worship in their memory.’” (Verse 21) 


The lesson here is clear. The end those young people met shows a real, tangible 
example of how resurrection takes place. The people in the city felt the full impact of 
resurrection and realized, as they could never have done otherwise, that God's 
promise in respect of resurrection after death will come true and that the Last Hour is 
certain to come. This was all seen in the awakening of those sleepers from their long 
sojourn in the cave. 


Some people suggested that they should commemorate them: “Erect a building in 
their memory.” (Verse 21) The building thus erected would not determine their faith, 
as the people who discovered them did not know what faith exactly the sleepers 
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followed: “God knows their case best.” (Verse 21) It is He alone who knows their faith. 
But the people who enjoyed authority in the city decided differently. “Those whose 
opinion prevailed in the end said: ‘Indeed, we must surely raise a house of worship in their 
memory.” (Verse 21) That was the way followed by Jews and Christians who erected 
temples over the graves of their saints and divines. Some Muslims today imitate their 
action in clear defiance of the Prophet's teachings. In condemning this practice, the 
Prophet once said: “God curses the Jews and the Christians who erect temples at the 
graves of their prophets and saints.” [Related by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on the 
Qur'an] 


How Many Were in the Cave? 


Again the scene is brought to a close and another is shown with people in debate 
about the sleepers in the cave. This is only natural as people normally relate reports 
and news, adding something here and omitting something there. They may invent 
some details here or there, one generation after another. Thus a simple story is told in 
different ways as time passes. Hence, dispute about the number of youth in the cave 
continued for a long time: 


Some will say, "They were three, the fourth of them being their dog,' while others will 
say, 'Five, with their dog being the sixth of them,' idly guessing at the unknown. Yet 
others will say, "They were seven, the eighth of them being their dog.’ Say: My Lord 
knows best how many they were. None hut a few have any real knowledge of them. 
Hence, do not enter into argument about them, except on a matter that is clear, nor 
ask anyone of these people to enlighten you about them.’ (Verse 22) 


All such disputes about their number is useless. It is all the same whether they 
were three, five, seven or even more. Their case is left to God who knows all their 
details. They were also known to the few who established the facts about the whole 
event as it took place, or who heard its true report. There is no need, then, to go into 
any argument about their number, as the moral of their story may be drawn 
regardless. The Qur'àn directs the Prophet not to engage in any dispute over the 
issue and not to question any party over their case. This is consistent with the Islamic 
approach which spares the human mind of all useless debate. A Muslim should not 
pursue anything that he cannot establish through true knowledge. This event which 
took place a very long time ago belongs to God's knowledge which is perfect. Hence, 
let us leave it there. 


On God We Rely 


In connection with the prohibition of dispute about unknown events of the past, 
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an order is given not to pre-judge the future or its events. 


It is impossible for man to know what may happen in the future. Hence, he should 
not give any definite judgement of it: 


Never say about anything, ‘I shall do this tomorrow,’ without adding, ‘if God so 
wills.’ Should you forget, then call your Lord to mind and say, ‘I pray that my Lord 
will guide me even closer than this to what is right.’ (Verses 23-24) 


Every action a human being does or omits to do, indeed every breath a human 
being takes, is subject to God’s will. The curtains hiding the future are stretched in 
full so as to hide everything beyond the present moment. Our eyes cannot discern 
what is behind that curtain, and our minds are finite, no matter how advanced our 
knowledge may be. Hence a human being must never say that he is definitely doing 
something tomorrow unless he attaches his intention to God’s will. This is because 
tomorrow belongs to the realm that lies beyond the reach of human perception. As 
such, it is known only to God. Hence, we do not make any assertion about it. 


This does not mean that man should be fatalistic, giving no thought to the future 
and making no plans for it. He should not live for the present moment, cutting 
himself off from his past and future. No, this is not what the directive implies. 
Rather, what is implied is that every human being must make an allowance for what 
God may will in his case. He may intend to do whatever he wants, always seeking 
God’s help, feeling that His will is in full control of everything. It may well be 
however that God may decide something different to what he intends. Should God 
help him to put into effect what he intends, then all well and good. But if God’s will 
moves in a different direction, he should not despair or be sad. All matters belong to 
God at the beginning and at the end. 


What this means in practice is that every person should think and plan as they 
wish, but they must always remember to rely on God’s help and guidance. They 
should realize that they only have the faculties of thinking and deliberation God has 
given them. This should not lead to laziness or disinterestedness. On the contrary, it 
should give us more strength, confidence, reassurance and resolve. Should events 
reveal that God’s will has moved in a direction different to what we planned, we 
should accept this with contentedness and reassurance. We submit to God’s will, 
because it is beyond our knowledge until God makes it known. 


This is the method Islam instils into the minds of its followers. Hence a Muslim 
does not feel alone when he plans or thinks of the future. Neither does he show any 
conceit or arrogance when he succeeds, nor is he overtaken by depression and 
despair when he fails. In all situations, he remembers God, feeling stronger for 
relying on Him, expressing gratitude to Him for his success, resigned for whatever 
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God's will may determine. 


“Should you forget, then call your Lord to mind.” (Verse 24) This is what a Muslim 
should do when he forgets to relate his intentions to God’s will. He should remember 
God and renew his reliance on Him. He should also hope to remain always conscious 
of God, turning to Him in all situations and all future actions, always saying: “I pray 
that my Lord will guide me even closer than this to what is right.” (Verse 24) This short 
prayer indicates that it is not so easy to always turn to God in all affairs. Hence the 
prayer to try always to maintain it and improve on one’s situation. 


Long Was Their Sleep 


With all that has been said and told, we have still not been informed of the 
duration of the sleepers’ stay in their cave. Now we are told for certain: 


So they stayed in their cave three hundred years, and [some] add nine years more. Say: 
‘God knows best how long they remained there. His alone is the knowledge of the 
secrets of the heavens and earth. How well does He see and hear!’ (Verses 25-26) 


This is the truth of the length of their stay in the cave, given to us by the One who 
knows all secrets in the heavens and the earth. Well indeed He sees and hears. 
Perfect is His knowledge. His statement puts an end to the matter, leaving no room 
for dispute. 


A final comment is added about the whole story in which we see faith in God’s 
oneness clearly apparent in all its details: “No guardian have they apart from Him; nor 
does He allot to anyone a share in His rule.” (Verse 26) A further comment is added in 
the form of a directive to the Prophet to recite what God has revealed to him, as it 
represents the final word, and the truth that admits no falsehood whatsoever. He 
should seek refuge with Him, for no one can provide any shelter other than He. 
When the young men of the cave sought His protection, He spread His grace over 
them and provided them with His guidance: 


Recite whatever has been revealed to you of your Lords book. There is nothing that 
could alter His words. You shall find no refuge other than with Him. (Verse 27) 


Thus ends the story of the people of the cave. It was preceded and intermingled 
with directives. Indeed stories are given in the Qur’an to add emphasis to such 
directives. The Qur’an maintains perfect harmony between its directives and the way 
they are presented in the context of the story. 
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Faith Based on Free Choice 


And contain yourself in patience with those who 
call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking 
His countenance. Let not your eyes pass beyond 
them in quest of the beauties of the lye of this 
world. Pay no heed to any whose heart We have 
left to be neghgent of all remembrance of Us 
because he had always followed his own desires, 
and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. (28) 


Say: The truth [has now come] from your Lord. 
Let bim who wils, believe in it, and let him who 
wills, reject it.’ For the wrongdoers We have 
prepared a fire whose billowing folds will 
encompass them from all sides. If they beg for 
water, they will be given water [hot] lke molten 
kad, which will scald their faces. Dreadful is the 
drink, and evil ts the place to seek rest. (29) 


As for those who believe and do righteous deeds 
— We, for certain, do not fail to reward any who 
perseveres in doing good. (30) 
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Theirs shall be gardens of perpetual bss, with 
rivers rolling at their feet. There they will be 
adorned with bracelets of goid and will wear green 
garments of siik and brocade, and they will recline 
on couches. Excellent is the recompense, and 


comfortable is the place to rest. (31) 


Set forth to them the case of tio men, to one of 
whom We gave hyo vineyards and surrounded 
them with date-palms, and placed a field of grain 
in between. (32) 


Each of tbe two gardens yielded its produce and 
never failed to do so in any way. In the midst of 
them We caused a stream to flow. (33) 


And so [the man] bad fruit in abundance. This 
man said once to his friend, in the course of a 
discussion between them, More wealth have I 
than you, and more power and followers.’ (34) 


And having thus wronged his soul, he went into 
his garden, saying: T do not think that this will 
ever perish! (35) 


Nor do I think that the Last Hour will ever 
come. But even if [it does and] I am brought 
before my Lord I should surely find there 
something better than this in exchange.’ (30) 
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His friend replied in the course of their discussion: 
Do you deny Him who has created you out of 
dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the 
end fashioned you into a man? (ST) 


But for my part, I beheve that He is God, my 
Lord, and none shall I associate nith my Lord. 
(38) 


Tf only you said as you entered your garden, 
‘Whatever God wills [shall come to pass, for] 
there is no power except with God!” Although, as 
you see, I have less wealth and offspring than you, 
G9) 


yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 
something better than your garden, just as He 
may let loose a calamity out of heaven upon this 
[your garden|, so that it becomes a heap of barren 
dust (40) 


or its water sinks deep into the ground, so that 
ou will never be able to find it.’ (41) 


So his fruitful gardens were encompassed with 
ruin, and there he was, wringing his hands over 
all that he had spent on that which now lay 
waste, with its trellises caved in; and he could only 
say: Would that I had not associated partners 
nith my Lord! (42) 
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He had none to support him against God, nor FOE ACE M EE ae Py 
was he able to save himself. (43) ien GE de d Se CAM 


For thus it ts: all protection comes from God, the 
True One. He is the best to grant reward and the 
best to [determine] outcome. (44) 





Set forth to them a simile about the lie of this 
world: [1t is] like the water which We send down 
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Overview 


This second passage of the surah establishes a proper value system from a faith 
perspective. No real value is attached to wealth, position, influence or power, nor to 
indulgences and comforts. All these are transitory. Islam does not prohibit enjoyment 
of luxuries or comforts that are obtained in a lawful and legitimate way. But these are 
not the goals of human life. Whoever wants to enjoy these may do so, but he should 
remember that it is God who provides them. A human being must, therefore, express 
his gratitude to God through good work, because this is what remains in the end. 
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The passage starts with a directive to the Prophet to remain steadfast with those 
who turn to God for guidance and grace. He should abandon those who are 
oblivious of their Lord. An example is given of the two parties. This is given in a 
story involving two men, one boasts about his wealth and position, while the other 
maintains pure faith in God, hoping to receive from Him what is better than all 
material riches. 


This is followed with an analogy showing the whole of life on earth. It appears to 
us short, fleeting, and having no real substance. It is just like ashes blown by the 
winds in all directions. The ultimate truth is that "Wealth and children are the 
adornment of the life of this world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater 
merit in your Lord's sight, and a far better source of hope." (Verse 46) 


The Truth from Your Lord 


And contain yourself in patience with those who call on their Lord morning and 
evening, seeking His countenance. Let not your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the 
beauties of the life of this world. Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be 
negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always followed his own desires, 
and whose case has gone beyond all bounds. Say: “The truth [has now come] from your 
Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.’ (Verses 28-29) 


Some reports suggest that these verses were revealed when some of the noblemen 
of the Quraysh demanded that the Prophet should expel his poor Companions if he 
were to hope that the chiefs of the Quraysh tribe would ever come to believe in his 
message. Thus people like Bilal, “Ammar, Suhayb, Khabbab and “Abdullah ibn 
Mas'üd would have to be expelled from his companionship. Or at least the Prophet 
should make special arrangements, whereby he could meet the masters of the 
Quraysh on their own, in a place where none of the poor and the deprived were 
admitted. The rich, they argued, would be irritated if they had to sit in the same 
place with them, because their clothing smelled of perspiration. 


It is also reported that the Prophet hoped dearly that these elders of the Quraysh 
would embrace Islam. He even contemplated making the arrangements they 
suggested, but before taking any steps in that direction God revealed to him the 
verse which starts with His command: “Contain yourself in patience with those who call 
on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His countenance.” (Verse 28) Thus He sets the 
true values clearly and permanently. These establish a standard that never fails. 
When this has been accomplished and the true criterion has been put in place, then 
“let him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.” (Verse 29) Islam will 
never seek to bend its values in order to please anyone and gratify his wishes. It does 
not borrow any value from any society implementing standards of jahiliyyah. It has 
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its own values and it will continue to implement these only. 


The Prophet is thus to remain patient, and not to precipitate matters. He is to 
content himself with those who "call on their Lord morning and evening, seeking His 
countenance." Their aim is to win His pleasure. Hence to Him only should they 
appeal at all times, and in all situations. They should never change their purpose. 
Indeed they determinedly seek their goal which is more honourable and far superior 
in every way to any goal sought by people who are content with this life and seek 
nothing beyond its confines. 


Being content and patient means that the Prophet should have for his true 
companions those very people the chiefs of the Quraysh wanted expelled. He is to sit 
with them and instruct them in their faith and its requirements. They are indeed the 
better set of people. It is their type that supports new messages best. A new faith or 
message does not rely on those who accept it only when it appears victorious, or 
when it gives them a position of leadership or other type of material gain. A new 
message is truly supported and firmly consolidated when it has adherents of sincere 
heart who turn to God seeking nothing other than to win His pleasure. No position 
of honour, pursuit of pleasure or achievement of any material gain discolours their 
sincerity. 


“Let not your eyes pass beyond them in quest of the beauties of the life of this world.” 
(Verse 28) Do not let your attention pass them by in order to contemplate the 
superficial comforts of this world, in which people compete. All this is no more than 
an outward beauty which remains much inferior to the high horizon to which those 
who call on their Lord morning and evening’ aspire to, because they seek only to please 
Him and win His acceptance. 


The Prophet is further instructed: “Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be 
negligent of all remembrance of Us because he had always followed his own desires, and 
whose case has gone beyond all bounds.” (Verse 28) He must not pay any attention to 
them when they demand that they must be separated from the poor. Had they 
remembered God, they would have banished from their minds any thoughts of 
conceit and arrogance. They would have recognized their position in front of God, 
who looks at all mankind in the same way and places them in the same rank. They 
would have felt that in faith all people are brothers. But they continue to implement 
standards of jahiliyyah, allowing fleeting desires to dictate their attitudes. Hence, both 
they and their views are worth no attention, because they themselves have not paid 
attention to God and His commandments. 


Islam places all human beings on the same level, in front of God. They do not 
claim a position on the basis of their wealth, lineage or social standing. All these are 
transient. The real criterion to distinguish people is their standing with their Lord, 
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which is determined by their sincerity in seeking His pleasure and their dedication to 
His cause. 


"Pay no heed to any whose heart We have left to be negligent of all remembrance of Us.” 
(Verse 28) We have left his heart alone because he directed all his attention and all his 
efforts to his selfish pursuits, wealth, family, pleasures and desires. Such 
preoccupations leave no time and no room for remembrance of God. Indeed when 
anyone places them at the top of his list, he does not have time for God, and in 
consequence, God lets him pursue these goals further and become even more 
removed from His remembrance. His days pass rapidly and he comes to his end in 
order to face what God has in store for those who wrong themselves. 


“Say: “The truth [has now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, believe in it, and let 
him who wills, reject it."" (Verse 29) This is what the Prophet should proclaim in all 
clarity and firmness. The truth does not bend for the sake of anyone. It follows its 
own straight way. It is clear, solid, strong, free of all crookedness and manipulation. 
It is, then, each individual's own decision whether to take it up or leave it: "Let him 
who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it.” Whoever does not like the truth 
may banish himself from it. Anyone who does not wish to make his desires fall in 
line with the truth should know that no privileges are given at the expense of faith. A 
person who does not lower his head to God and His majesty has no place in the 
service of God’s message. 


Faith does not belong to anyone who makes concessions in it. It belongs to God 
who needs no one. Faith does not obtain strength if it is supported by people who do 
not seek it for its own sake, or who do not accept it as it is. A person who does not 
wish to sit with people dedicated to God's cause because he feels himself above them 
will have nothing to contribute to the Muslim community. Such a person is better left 
out. 


No Rescue Available 


The surah then portrays a scene of the hereafter, describing what is prepared for 
the unbelievers on the one hand and for the believers on the other. The unbelievers 
will have a fire that has been made ready to receive them: “For the wrongdoers We have 
prepared a fire.” (Verse 29) It is all made, set and brought forward. It does not require 
any new effort to receive them. No one is needed to kindle that fire, and it does not 
take any time to light or burn fiercely. God does not need anything to create 
whatever He wishes other than to actually will it, and it exists. The expression here 
uses the term, ‘prepare’, to indicate speed of action. Everything is put in place to take 
the wrongdoers and the unbelievers straight to the fire that is already prepared to 
receive them. 
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It is a fire that has huge folds that surge to encompass its inhabitants. They are 
securely captured there, with no hope of escape or rescue. Nor is there any chance of 
having a breath of cooling air, or the chance of a reduction in the suffering. Should 
they cry for help or to be spared the burning fire, help is given to them in the form of 
filthy water which is described in words which some commentators believe to mean 
‘molten lead’, while others define it as “boiling oil’. Should anyone’s face get near it, it 
would certainly scald them. What will it do, then, to throats and stomachs, should 
the wrongdoers attempt to drink it? “If they beg for water, they will be given water [hot] 
like molten lead, which will scald their faces.” (Verse 29) It is a terrible situation that they 
find themselves in when they so urgently need a drink, but they only have what the 
Qur’an truthfully describes as: “Dreadful is the drink.” (Verse 29) Moreover, the fire 
and its billowing folds are not the place where to seek rest: “Evil is the place to seek 
rest.” (Verse 29) In this description there is an element of bitter irony. They are not in 
the fire to take rest, but to be burnt in punishment for their wrongdoing. But this 
description also serves as a contrast with the fate of the believers in heaven. The two 
ends are opposite extremes. 


The opposite picture shows the believers who have done righteous deeds in 
heaven where they will permanently stay: 


Theirs shall be gardens of perpetual bliss, with rivers rolling at their feet. There they 
will be adorned with bracelets of gold and will wear green garments of silk and 
brocade, and they will recline on couches. Excellent is the recompense, and comfortable 
is the place to rest. (Verse 31) 


These running waters provide all the elements of a cool atmosphere, pleasant 
scenery, gardens and a fresh breeze. The believers are in these gardens where they 
actually recline and rest, in full luxurious attire made of different types of fine silk, 
some of which is light, while the other is thick like velvet. They also wear bracelets of 
gold and enjoy other luxuries. The comment here is accurate: "Excellent is the 
recompense, and comfortable is the place to rest." (Verse 31) 


These are the two widely different ends. Let everyone choose which one to have. 
The truth has been made absolutely clear by none other than God Himself, and the 
choice is open to everyone: "The truth [has now come] from your Lord. Let him who wills, 
believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it." (Verse 29) We see here a subtle reference to 
the attitude of the Quraysh unbelievers who demanded that the Prophet should 
either expel the poor from among his followers, or at least set up a different meeting 
place for the elders of the Quraysh, because it was beneath them to sit with the poor. 
They are again given the choice, either to sit with the believers, even though they are 
poor and smelly or they can have their resting place in the billowing folds of the fire 
and enjoy molten lead for refreshment. For those smelly clothes contain within them 
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hearts that are full of faith, and minds that always remember God. 


A Gulf Too Wide 


This passage is followed by a story of two men and two gardens, given as an 
example of what is permanently valuable and what is no more than transitory. It 
paints two examples of human beings: the first seeks pride in the luxuries of this 
world, while the other is fully content with his relationship with God. Each is seen in 
practical life. The first who, in the Qur'ànic example, has two gardens delineates a 
man dazzled with riches. He feels himself powerful with what he has been given, so 
he forgets the Supreme Power who controls everything in people's lives, and thinks 
that his wealth is permanent. This gives him a feeling that his power is everlasting. 


The other is a believer who derives his position and status through faith. He 
always remembers his Lord, realizing that the blessings he enjoys are in themselves 
evidence of the One who grants all such blessings. Hence, he knows that he should 
always praise his Lord and express his gratitude to Him for what he has been 
granted: 


Set forth to them the case of two men, to one of whom We gave two vineyards and 
surrounded them with date palms, and placed a field of grain in between. Each of the 
two gardens yielded its produce and never failed to do so in any way. In the midst of 
them We caused a stream to flow. And so [the man] had fruit in abundance. (Verses 
32-34) 


The two gardens are full of fruit, having vineyards which are made even more 
splendid with a siege of date palms. In between the two gardens is a large field 
which the man uses to cultivate grains and other plants. A river running in between 
the two gardens adds much that is pleasant to the whole scene, because the running 
water reassures the owner of inexhaustible produce that, in turn, bring much wealth. 


"Each of the two gardens yielded its produce and never failed to do so in any way." (Verse 
33) This is again a picture of continuing prosperity. What is worth noting here is that 
in the original Arabic text, negating any failure by the two gardens to yield their 
produce is described as ‘doing no wrong or injustice’ in that respect. This gives an 
element of contrast with their owner who does himself great wrong, by being 
arrogant and ungrateful to God for all the blessings he enjoys. He does not praise his 
Lord for what He has given him. This is an action full of conceit which means, in 
effect, that he is unfair to himself. 


We actually see the man going into one of his gardens, gratified as he looks at it. 
He is full of pride, strutting like a peacock, calling for admiration. He speaks 
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arrogantly to his friend whom he knows to be of limited means: "This man said once to 
his friend, in the course of a discussion between them, More wealth have I than you, and more 
power and followers.’” (Verse 34) 


He then walks into one of the two gardens with his friend. His attitude is that of 
someone conceited and ungrateful. He has completely forgotten God, thinking that 
the two gardens will never fail to yield their produce. In the height of this conceit, he 
denies the Last Hour, when all are resurrected and gathered together before their 
Lord. Besides, should this Last Hour be true, he is certain to have a position of favour 
there. He has been favoured here in this life when he has been given his two gardens. 
So he is sure to have more favours granted to him in the hereafter. 


And having thus wronged his soul, he went into his garden, saying: ‘I do not think 
that this will ever perish! Nor do I think that the Last Hour will ever come. But even if 
[it does and] I am brought before my Lord, I should surely find there something better 
than this in exchange.’ (Verses 35-36) 


This is plain arrogance. It makes people who have wealth, position, power and 
influence think that the values that dictate the way they are treated here in this life 
will apply in their favour in the life to come. They think they will be treated in the 
same way in God’s Supreme Society. Their line of thinking is that since they enjoy 
such privileges in this life, they must then have a position of favour with the Lord of 
heavens. 


His poor friend, who does not possess wealth, position, gardens or crops, is more 
confident as to the results of his nobler and better established values. He feels strong 
as a result of his faith, and he is certain of the support he receives from God 
Almighty, to whom all creatures submit. Hence, he confronts his arrogant friend 
with the truth showing him how conceited he is. He reminds him of how he is 
created from clay and from a sperm. He also directs him to the sort of attitude he 
should maintain towards God. He warns him against the result to which his conceit 
could lead him. He declares that he hopes to receive what is better than, and superior 
to, his friend’s gardens and their fruit: 


His friend replied in the course of their discussion: Do you deny Him who has created 
you out of dust, and then out of a drop of sperm, and in the end fashioned you into a 
man? But for my part, I believe that He is God, my Lord, and none shall I associate 
with my Lord. If only you said as you entered your garden, “Whatever God wills 
[shall come to pass, for] there is no power except with God.” Although, as you see, I 
have less wealth and offspring than you, yet it may well be that my Lord will give me 
something better than your garden, just as He may let loose a calamity out of heaven 
upon this [your garden], so that it becomes a heap of barren dust or its water sinks 
deep into the ground, so that you will never be able to find it.’ (Verses 37-41) 
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This is an example of how faith makes a believer very powerful. He does not care 
for wealth, might, or arrogance. He states the truth clearly, without hesitation or 
cowardice. There is no room for bending the truth in order to please anyone, be that 
a friend or someone mighty. A believer feels that he is far higher than all power and 
wealth. What God has for him is far superior to any riches or pleasures this life may 
bring. God's grace is all that he seeks, and His grace is plentiful and always available. 
On the other hand, God's punishment is severe and could befall the arrogant at any 
time. 


The story then takes us suddenly from the scene of growth and prosperity to one 
of destruction and barrenness, from arrogance and conceit to repentance and seeking 
forgiveness. What the man of faith warned against has come true: 


So his fruitful gardens were encompassed with ruin, and there he was, wringing his 
hands over all that he had spent on that which now lay waste, with its trellises caved 
in; and he could only say: ‘Would that I had not associated partners with my Lord!’ 
(Verse 42) 


The whole scene is raised before our eyes, and we see all the fruit of the gardens 
destroyed, as though the calamity befell it from all sides, leaving nothing untouched. 
The two gardens are totally destroyed with their trellises caved in. The owner 
realizes that he can do nothing to save any portion of his gardens or the plantation in 
between. He wrings his hands in sorrow, bewailing his misfortune which has left all 
his wealth destroyed and all his labour wasted. He is now repentant for having 
associated partners with God, acknowledging that He alone is the Lord of the 
universe. Although the man never previously mentioned the ascribing of divinity to 
anyone other than God, the fact that he placed a worldly value higher than the values 
of faith represents such association of partners with God. He now regrets his past 
attitude and dissociates himself from it. Alas! It is too late. 


At this point the surah declares in all clarity that all protection comes from God: all 
power belongs to Him; all support comes from Him; His reward is the best reward; 
and what He stores for us is best and everlasting: “He had none to support him against 
God, nor was he able to save himself. For thus it is: all protection comes from God, the True 
One. He is the best to grant reward and the best to [determine] outcome.” (Verses 43-44) 


Thus the curtains fall with the gardens in total destruction, and the owner 
wringing his hands in regret and sorrow. Beyond that, we realize that God’s power 
and majesty overwhelm all. 


Transient Pleasures 
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Now the surah draws another scene showing life on earth in its totality, and we 
realize that it is similar to those destroyed gardens. It is of a fleeting nature, lasting 
only a very short while and lacking solid substance: “Set forth to them a simile about the 
life of this world: [it is] like the water which We send down from the skies, and which is 
absorbed by the plants of the earth. In time they turn into dry stubble which the winds blow 
freely about. It is God alone who has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 


This scene, with all its movement, is depicted rapidly so as to enhance within us 
the feelings of a transitory life, one which is short and ends in death. Here we see 
water pouring down from the skies, but it does not run or form watercourses. It is 
immediately absorbed by plants, but these plants do not grow, nor do they yield ripe 
fruit. It is all destroyed, becoming nothing more than dry stubble, blown away by the 
winds. The whole duration of life is thus ended within three short sentences. The 
original Arabic text uses all forms that indicate rapid transition from one stage to the 
next: the fall of water, then its absorption by plants, and then its blowing away by the 
wind. How short is life, and how worthless! 


Having shown this scene of the present, transitory life to full effect, the surah 
makes a contrast between the values to which people attach great importance in this 
life and those which have the upper position at all times. All this is stated from the 
point of view of the divine faith: “Wealth and children are the adornment of the life of this 
world: but the things that endure, good deeds, are of far greater merit in your Lord’s sight, 
and a far better source of hope.” (Verse 46) 


Wealth and children are the most important things people covet in this life. Islam 
does not forbid enjoying these, provided that they are derived through legitimate 
means. Moreover, it gives them their appropriate value in relation to the everlasting 
life to come. They are adornments, but not criteria to evaluate people with. It is not 
right that people’s status should be measured according to what they have of these. 
True value should be given to what endures, and that means all good works, 
including words, actions and worship. 


People’s hopes are normally very closely linked to wealth and children. However, 
the deeds that endure, i.e. good works, bring better reward and fulfil greater hopes. 
Hence believers should look to these for a more wholesome fulfilment of their hopes. 
They are bound to receive their result and reward on the Day of Reckoning. 


In all this we see a consistent line, starting with the directive to the Prophet to 
remain patient and content “with those who call on their Lord morning and evening, 
seeking His countenance.” (Verse 28) We also see the same message imparted in the 
story of the two gardens and the two friends, as well as in the scene showing the 
value of the present life. This is all perfected with this last statement explaining the 
values of this life and those of the life to come. All this serves to put human values 
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into the proper perspective. 


3 


Heedless of Divine 


Warnings 


One day We shall cause the mountains to move 
and you will see the earth void and bare. We will 
gather them all together, leaving out not a single 
one of them. (47) 


They will be lined up before your Lord, [and He 
will say): Now you have come to Us as We 
created you in the first instance, although you 
daimed that We would never appoint for you a 
time [for your resurrection]! (48) 


The record [of everyone's deeds] will be laid open; 
and you will see the guilty filled with dread at 
what it contains. They will say: Woe to us! 
What a record is this! It leaves out nothing, small 
or great, but takes everything into account.’ They 
will find all that they ever wrought now facing 
them. Y our Lord does not wrong anyone. (49) 


When We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves 
before Adam,’ they all prostrated themselves. Not 
so Iblis, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed 
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his Lord’s command. 


Will you, then, take him and hts progeny for your 
masters instead of Me, when they are enemies to 
you? Vile is the substitute for the wrongdoers! 
(50) 


I dd not call them to witness at the creation of the 
heavens and the earth, nor at their own creation; 
nor do I seek aid from those who lead people 
astray. (51) 


Once day He will say, ‘Call now on those beings 
whom you alleged to be My partners! They will 
imvoke them, but those [beings] will not respond 
to them, for We shall hae placed an 
unbridgeable gulf between them. (52) 


And when those who were lost in sin will see the 
fire, they will realize that they are bound to fall in 
it, and will find no way to escape from it. (53) 


We have indeed given in this Quran many 
facets to every Rind of lesson for mankind. But 
man 1s, above all else, ahvays given to contention. 
(54) 


What is there to keeb people from accepting the 
Jaith now that guidance has come to them, and 
from seeking forgiveness from their Lord, unless it 

be that they are waiting for the fate of the [sinful] 
people of ancient times to befall them as well, or 





& "n 
Sous eue d uA 
4 ^U A du 2 Be 4 : PEL 
(322 O^ * Jal 24229 sa ganid 


Z € 200€ < 
IE tbh gi Sie SÍ pa 


£E a 
| 


ET 4 UAE LUE cda ud 

. - "E ps à 

a 

frat Mor. due ia UR uu AT 
Ac Quas Le v^ | D Ys 
ZA, po 3272 
G) Was pyle 

J 


^ og ^ ner M. e AT A i as 
QI sló lb Jy ey 


A22 
eem) 
^ d Bor AUD 
- 2 Be Z z 
(22 Uo ee Ue 


POE "E ae Ag oS 
2 - -— 44 > > * 
- = 


- 8 7 A17 


Eio ome se 
p Osa md I5 


üa Ge le ds Us sail 


4 


ex 


> 


E PEATE fe Ok i qd vo EA 

- = 2 £ g 7 wp oL 2, «4 
le FSI oy! o85 J= Js 
GN 


o 
» 
—w 
+A 
—} 
\ 
\ 
\ 





217 


jor the suffering to be brought before their eyes? 
(55) 


We send Our messengers only as bearers of good 
news and as warners. But with false arguments 
the unbelievers seek to confute the truth. They 
make My revelations and warnings a target for 
ther. mockery. (56) 


Who could be more nicked than one who, when 
reminded of his Lord’s revelations, turns away 
from them and forgets what his own hands have 
done? Over their hearts We have cast veils which 
prevent them from grasping the truth, and into 
thar ears, deafness. Even if you call them to the 
night path, they shall never be guided. (57) 


Your Lord is Most Forgiving, limitless in 
His grace. Were He to take them now to task 
jor whatever they do, He would indeed bring 
about ther speedy punishment. But they have 
an appointed time which they cannot evade. (58) 


The same apphed to other communities which 
We destroyed when they persisted in wrongdoing. 
For We had set a time for their destruction. (59) 
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Overview 


The second passage of the surah ended on a note concerning the ‘things that endure: 
good works.’ This third passage takes up the thread and talks about the day when 
such enduring things will have their full weight and significance. This is given 
against the backdrop of a whole scene from the Day of Judgement. It is followed by 
mention of Satan’s behaviour, when he was commanded to prostrate himself before 
Adam, but he disobeyed his Lord. This is given by way of wondering at human 
beings who take Satan or Iblis and his offspring for friends and protectors, when they 
know that these are indeed their enemies. Their behaviour is bound to end with 
punishment on the Day of Reckoning. The passage also refers to the partners people 
associate with God, showing them as totally helpless on that day. 


In the Qur’an God gives numerous examples and parables so that people will take 
heed and realize what they expose themselves to when they reject the faith. They had 
better take the necessary steps to spare themselves punishment on that day. These 
examples focus on the unbelievers of the past who persisted in denying the truth and 
rejecting the faith. Nevertheless unbelievers continue to demand that punishment 
should befall them or that they should be destroyed in the same way as past 
communities. They make false arguments to try to overcome the truth, taking God’s 
revelations and His messengers as a source of mockery. Had it not been for God’s 
grace, He would have hastened their punishment. 


This part of the surah with its scenes of the Day of Judgement, and its reference to 
the destruction of past communities for their rejection of the truth is closely linked to 
the main theme of the surah which aims to establish the true faith, free from all 
distortion. 


A Record to Include All Affairs 


One day We shall cause the mountains to move and you will see the earth void and 
bare. We will gather them all together, leaving out not a single one of them. They will 
be lined up before your Lord, [and He will say]: ‘Now you have come to Us as We 
created you in the first instance, although you claimed that We would never appoint 
for you a time [for your resurrection]! The record [of everyone's deeds] will be laid 
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open; and you will see the guilty filled with dread at what it contains. They will say: 
‘Woe to us! What a record is this! It leaves out nothing, small or great, but takes 
everything into account.’ They will find all that they ever wrought now facing them. 
Your Lord does not wrong anyone. (Verses 47-49) 


These verses portray an image in which nature forms an essential part. Horror is 
seen in its every detail as well as in people’s hearts. Here we see firm mountains 
disappearing. What then will happen to hearts? The whole earth will appear void 
and barren, without hills, mountains, slopes or valleys to block anyone’s view. The 
same applies to hearts and consciences: they will be unable to hide anything away. 
With all this open, level land which hides nothing, all people are brought forward: 
“We will gather them all together, leaving out not a single one of them.” (Verse 47) 


Indeed not a single soul will be left out. They are all waiting for a great moment: 
“They will be lined up before your Lord.” (Verse 48) Every single one, those countless 
beings who walked on earth ever since the day when human life began and right to 
the end of this world are all gathered together. They are lined up in an open space 
where none can hide. 


The mode employed thus far is one of description. Now however the surah takes 
up the address mode, which adds the feeling that what we see is taking place now 
before our eyes. We see events unfolding, and we hear what is said. We see those 
who deny that day experiencing their own humiliation. Shame covers their faces: 
“Now you have come to Us as We created you in the first instance, although you claimed that 
We would never appoint for you a time [for your resurrection]!” (Verse 48) 


This change of expression gives the scene much vividness, bringing it forward to 
the present so that we see it enacted. To us, the Day of Judgement is no longer 
something in the distant future. We almost see the shame on people’s faces. We hear 
the majestic voice of the Almighty rebuking those people and reminding them of 
their position: “Now you have come to Us as We created you in the first instance.” (Verse 
48) They shamelessly persisted in their denial of such a day and their meeting with 
God once their life on earth had ended: “You claimed that We would never appoint for 
you a time [for your resurrection].” (Verse 48) 


Having brought the scene forward to give it an added sense of reality, the surah 
resumes its description of what takes place there: “The record [of everyone’s deeds] will 
be laid open; and you will see the guilty filled with dread at what it contains.” (Verse 49) It is 
the record of all their deeds placed before their eyes to read and review. They realize 
that it is a comprehensive and accurate record, and they fear the consequences. They 
are embarrassed by the fact that the record includes every single thing, no matter 
how small or trivial. In their frustration, they exclaim: “Woe to us! What a record is this! 
It leaves out nothing, small or great, but takes everything into account.” (Verse 49) This is 
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the cry of one who is worried, fearing the worst after he has been caught red-handed, 
unable to evade the results or find any justification. This is because he recognizes the 
accuracy of the record which puts before his eyes all that he has done: “They will find 
all that they ever wrought now facing them.” (Verse 49) They also realize that whatever 
befalls them will only be fair, because “Your Lord does not wrong anyone.” (Verse 49) 


Much Too Argumentative 


The guilty facing such a difficult situation are certainly aware, in this life, that 
Satan is their enemy. Nevertheless, they befriended him and he led them to their 
predicament. How strange that they should take Satan and his progeny for friends 
and protectors when they know them to be hostile since the first encounter between 
Adam and Iblis: “When We said to the angels: ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,’ they all 
prostrated themselves. Not so Iblis, who belonged to the jinn and he disobeyed his Lord's 
command. Will you, then, take him and his progeny for your masters instead of Me, when 
they are enemies to you? Vile is the substitute for the wrongdoers!” (Verse 50) 


This story highlights the singularity of some people’s attitude as they take Satan 
and his progeny for protectors and patrons in preference to God. It represents an 
outright disobedience of God’s commands and the neglect of obligations and duties 
He has assigned to them. 


Why do they befriend these, their enemies, when they possess neither real 
knowledge nor reliable strength? God has not brought them to witness His creation 
of the heavens and the earth, or even their own creation. Nor does He seek help or 
support from them: “I did not call them to witness at the creation of the heavens and the 
earth, nor at their own creation; nor do I seek aid from those who lead people astray.” (Verse 
51) They are no more than creatures whom God has created. They do not know what 
God has chosen to keep hidden from them, nor does He need their help. 


It is important to reflect a little on the way the last verse ends: “nor do I seek aid from 
those who lead people astray.” Is it appropriate to ask whether God seeks help from 
people who do not lead others astray? Sublime and great is God. He is in no need of 
anyone in the universe. He is the Almighty who has the power to accomplish 
whatever He wills. The phraseology here is intentional. It brings to the fore the 
myths of the unbelievers only to shoot them down. Those who seek protection from 
Satan and make him a partner to God only do so because they imagine that Satan has 
a great wealth of knowledge and overpowering might, when in fact Satan is a 
seducer who leads people astray. God does not like deviation or those who lead 
other people astray. Had He, for argument’s sake, sought helpers, He would not 
have taken them from among the seducers who lead people into error and deviation. 
This is the meaning the verse and its ending aim to emphasize. 
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Another scene of the Day of Judgement follows, portraying the end that awaits the 
guilty and those to whom they ascribe a share of divinity: 


One day He will say, “Call now on those beings whom you alleged to be My partners!’ 
They will invoke them, but those [beings] will not respond to them; for We shall have 
placed an unbridgeable gulf between them. And when those who were lost in sin will 
see the fire, they will realize that they are bound to fall in it, and will find no way to 
escape from it. (Verses 52-53) 


They are in a position where no claim has any value unless it is supported by 
irrefutable proof. The Lord who sits for judgement on that day commands them to 
bring their partners whom they alleged to enjoy favour with God. He tells them to 
call them up. Yet such people are lost. They forget that they are already witnessing 
the Day of Reckoning. So they call on their former partners who do not make any 
kind of response. They are no more than creatures of God who cannot avail 
themselves or anyone else of anything. They also have to face the great events that 
take place on the Day of Judgement. God places between such worshipped deities 
and those who worshipped them a gulf of doom too wide for either group to cross 
over. That gulf is the fire of hell: “For We shall have placed an unbridgeable gulf between 
them.” (Verse 52) 


Those who are guilty will look around and fear will overwhelm them. They expect 
that at any moment they will fall into the fire. It is extremely hard to expect to be 
punished, particularly when the punishment is ready and there is no chance of 
escape: “And when those who were lost in sin will see the fire, they will realize that they are 
bound to fall in it, and will find no way to escape from it.” (Verse 53) 


Why Reject God’s Guidance? 


They could certainly have escaped the fire and all punishment, had they only 
opened their hearts to the Qur’an and not opposed the truth it lays down. God 
certainly gave them all sorts of examples, covering all situations and circumstances: 
“We have indeed given in this Qur’an many facets to every kind of lesson for mankind. But 
man is, above all else, always given to contention.” (Verse 54) The surah describes man 
here as ‘a thing’. The literal translation of the above sentence reads: “But of all things, 
man is the most contentious.” It chooses such expression in order to encourage man 
to be less arrogant and to feel that he is one of God’s countless creatures, although he 
is the worst in argument and contention, after God has given solid, irrefutable 
argument, clearly expounded in the Qur’an. 


The surah then documents the false arguments which the unbelievers, who 
represent the majority of mankind, have sought to provide: 
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What is there to keep people from accepting the faith now that guidance has come to 
them, and from seeking forgiveness from their Lord, unless it be that they are waiting 
for the fate of the [sinful] people of ancient times to befall them as well, or for the 
suffering to be brought before their eyes? (Verse 55) 


They have received guidance in plenty, which should have been sufficient for 
them to believe and follow God’s orders. But they demanded for themselves the sort 
of suffering that befell nations of old. They made such a demand thinking that God’s 
punishment would never overtake them, or they did so in mockery. Sometimes they 
modified their demands, asking for the punishment to be shown directly to them. 
That, they argued, would prove what the Prophets preached and then they would 
believe in them. 


Answering such demands is not a matter for God's messengers to decide. God's 
rule that applied to past communities meant that when miracles were given and 
people continued to disbelieve, they were destroyed. To do this or to cause a scourge 
to overwhelm people are matters which only God determines. His messengers have a 
different duty, which is to bring happy news and to warn: "We send Our messengers 
only as bearers of good news and as warners. But with false arguments the unbelievers seek to 
confute the truth. They make My revelations and warnings a target for their mockery." 
(Verse 56) 


The truth is clear, but the unbelievers resorted to false arguments, trying to 
disprove the truth. Their attitude was perverted, because even when they demanded 
miracles or hastened God's punishment, they still did not wish to be convinced. 
Essentially they were only ridiculing God's revelations and mocking His messengers. 


Who could be more wicked than one who, when reminded of his Lord's revelations, 
turns away from them and forgets what his own hands have done? Over their hearts 
We have cast veils which prevent them from grasping the truth, and into their ears, 
deafness. Even if you call them to the right path, they shall never be guided. (Verse 
57) 


These people who treat what God has bestowed from on high with mockery and 
who ridicule His warnings cannot understand the Qur'àn or comprehend its 
message. Hence, God places over their hearts screens which prevent them from 
understanding it. In their ears He causes a sort of deafness so that they cannot hear it. 
He has also willed that, because of their deliberate refusal and wilful turning away 
from His guidance, they will never be guided. For guidance to penetrate people's 
hearts, such hearts must be open to receive it in the first place. 


"Your Lord is Most Forgiving, limitless in His grace. Were He to take them now to task 
for whatever they do, He would indeed bring about their speedy punishment.” (Verse 58) 
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Rather, He gives them respite and allows them time, because He is Kind and 
Merciful. He wishes to allow them every chance so that they can see the issues 
clearly. He does not hasten their punishment as they demand. However, He will not 
abandon them completely and leave them unpunished: “But they have an appointed 
time which they cannot evade.” (Verse 58) They have a term in this life which they will 
fulfil. During this time a portion of their punishment will be inflicted on them. And 
they have a time appointed in the hereafter when whatever they have deserved will 
be given in full. 


They have done wrong and they have been unjust. Hence they deserve 
punishment, or even destruction in the same way as communities of old. However, 
God in His mercy has determined to give them a chance for the full duration of their 
term on earth. That is to fulfil a purpose which He, in His wisdom, wishes to be 
accomplished. Therefore, He treats them differently and allows them respite until the 
time appointed for them, which they cannot evade: 


The same applied to other communities which We destroyed when they persisted in 
wrongdoing. For We had set a time for their destruction. (Verse 59) 


They must not be deluded by the respite they are given. Their time will inevitably 


come. The rules God has made applicable will never fail, and He does not leave any 
promise unfulfilled. 
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A Special Lesson for Moses 


Moses said to his servant: I shall journey on until 
I reach the point where the two seas meet, though 
I may march for ages.’ (60) 


But when they reached the junction between the 
two seas, they forgot their fish, and it took its way 
into the sea and disappeared from sight. (61) 


And after they had marched on for some distance, 
Moses said to his servant: Bring us our midday 


meal; we are indeed worn out by this our journey.’ 


(62) 


Said [the servant]: Do you recall when we 
betook, ourselves to that rock for rest. There I 
foreot the fish — and none but Satan made me 
thus forget it! — and it took its way into the sea. 
How strange!’ (63) 


[Moses] said: That is [the place] we are seeking!’ 
So they turned back, retracing their footsteps, 
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(64) 


and found one of Our servants, on whom We 
had bestowed Our mercy and whom We had 
endowed with knowledge of Our own. (65) 


Moses said to him: ‘May I follow you, on the 
understanding that you will teach me something of 
the wisdom you have been taught?’ (66) 


The other answered: You will not be able to have 
patience with me, (6T) 


Jor how can you be patient with something which 
you cannot fully comprehend?” (68) 


Moses replied: You will find me patient, if God 
so wills; and I shall not disobey you in anything,’ 
(69) 


The other said: Well, then, if you are to follow 
me, do not question me about anything until I 
mention it to you myself. (TO) 


And so the two went on their way, and when they 
embarked, [the sage] made a hole in the boat. 
Moses exclaimed: Fave you made a hole in it in 
order to drown the people in it? Strange indeed is 
that which you have donel’ (71) 
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He replied: Did I not say that you would not he 
able to have patience with me?’ (72) 


Moses said: ‘Do not take me to task for my 
having forgotten, and be not hard on me on 
account of what I have done.’ (73) 


And so the hyo went on until they met a certain 
young man. [The sage] skew him, whereupon 
Moses exclaimed: Have you killed an innocent 
man with no cause of just retribution for murder? 
Foul indeed is that which you have perpetrated!’ 


(74) 


He replied: Did I not make it clear to you that 
you would not be able to have patience with me?’ 


(75) 


Moses said: Tf ever I question you again, do not 
keep me in your company; for then you would 
have had enough excuses from me.’ (76) 


And so the two went on until they came to a 
town, where they asked its people for food, but 
they refused them all hospitality. There they found 
a wall on the point of falling down, and [the sage] 
rebuilt it. Moses said: Had you wished, you 
could have taken payment for what you did.’ (TT) 


[The sage] rephed: This is the parting of ways 
between me and you. Now I shall explain to you 
the real meaning of all [those events] which you 
were unable to bear with patience. (78) 


AAs for the boat, it belonged to some needy people 
who toiled upon the sea — and I desired to 
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And as for the young man, his parents are true 
believers, and we feared iest he should cause them 
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Overview 


This part of the surah begins by relating an episode in the life of the Prophet Moses 
which is not told or hinted at anywhere else in the Qur’an. The surah does not give 
details of where this episode took place other than saying, ‘the place where the two seas 
meet.” Nor does it define the period in Moses lifetime when the events took place. 
Thus, we do not know whether the events related took place when Moses was still in 
Egypt, before he led the Israelites on their way to Palestine, or after they had left it. If 
the latter, was it before he led them into the Holy Land, or when they stopped, 
refusing to enter because they did not wish to confront its powerful inhabitants? Was 
it after they had begun their forty years of wandering in the land, going to and fro, in 
total loss? 


The event involves a goodly servant of God's whom Moses meets and 
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accompanies for a period of time. But the surah does not give us any details of the 
identity of this person. It does not mention his name or status. Was he a prophet, a 
messenger, a scholar, or a person favoured by God for his strong faith and complete 
dedication to the service of His cause? 


There are many reports attributed to Ibn “Abbas and others concerning the details 
of this story. One of them is related by al-Bukhàri who quotes Sa'id ibn Jubayr, a 
scholar from the generation that followed the Prophet's Companions as saying: "I 
said to "Abdullàh ibn ^Abbàs that Nawf al-Bakkali claims that the person who 
accompanied al-Khadir [that is the name often given to the learned man in this story] 
was not Moses, God's Messenger to the Children of Israel. He claims that he was a 
different person also named Moses. Ibn ^ Abbas replied: ‘That is a lie told by this 
enemy of God. Ubayy ibn Ka b said to us that he heard God's Messenger saying: 
Moses was making a speech to the Children of Israel when he was asked which 
person had been endowed with most knowledge. He replied that he himself was that 
person. God took issue with him for not having attributed knowledge to Him, so He 
sent him a message saying that there was at the point where the two seas meet a 
person who had been given greater knowledge than he had. Moses asked his Lord to 
tell him how he could meet this man. God told him to take a whole fish with him, 
keeping it in a container. Wherever he lost his fish, he would find that person.’ 


There are several reports that add details about this story. However, apart from a 
note on the probable location of the story, we prefer to limit ourselves to the Qur’anic 
text without going into any further detail. This helps us to live ‘in the shade of the 
Qur’an’. We believe that the way the story is told in the Qur'àn, without defining the 
time or place and without mentioning names, has a definite purpose. Therefore we 
will look at the Qur'ànic text and study it without additions. 


Where the Two Seas Meet 


Moses said to his seroant: I shall journey on until I reach the point where the two seas 
meet, though I may march for ages. (Verse 60) 


Most probably, and God knows best, the place described here as the “point where 
the two seas meet’ refers to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea, and their meeting 
place is the area where the Bitter lakes and the Timsah lake are found along the Suez 
Canal. It may also be a reference to the meeting point of the Gulf of Suez and the 
Gulf of ^Aqabah at the northern end of the Red Sea. This whole area witnessed the 
history of the Children of Israel after they left Egypt. Anyway, the Qur'an only refers 
to it in passing without defining it further. There are several other reports suggesting 
where the area was that “the two seas meet, but we feel these are all unacceptable. 
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We understand from the general drift of the story that Moses had a definite 
purpose behind his journey. He declares that he will travel as far as the meeting 
point of the two seas, no matter how troublesome the journey may prove, or how 
long it takes. He expresses his determination by the words quoted in the Qur'an: 
“though I may march for ages.” There are differences as to the exact meaning of the 
Arabic word, fiuqub, which is given in the translation as ‘ages’. Some scholars state 
that each such /iugbah, or age, denotes one year, while others say it denotes eighty 
years. Whichever meaning it may have, the expression denotes a resolve rather than 
duration of time. 


But when they reached the junction between the two seas, they forgot their fish, and it 
took its way into the sea and disappeared from sight. And after they had marched on 
for some distance, Moses said to his servant: 'Bring us our mid-clay meal; we are 
indeed worn out by this our journey’ [the servant]: Do you recall when we betook 
ourselves to that rock for rest. There I forgot the fish — and none but Satan made me 
thus forget it! — and it took its way into the sea. How strange! (Verses 61-63) 


Most probably, the fish was cooked. Its raising back to life and its moving straight 
into the sea was a sign given by God to Moses, so that he would know the place 
where he was to meet the man. This is indicated by the amazement expressed by the 
servant when he saw the fish swimming in the sea. Had the fish only dropped into 
the sea and settled at the bottom, there would be nothing strange in the matter. What 
makes this interpretation more plausible is that the whole trip was full of surprises 
that go beyond imagination, and this was only one of them. 


Moses realized that he had gone beyond the place where he was to meet the man, 
which was by the rock where he and his servant had stayed for a little rest. Hence he 
traced his way back to it and there they met the man they sought: “[Moses] said: “That 
is [the place) we are seeking!’ So they turned back, retracing their footsteps, and found one of 
Our servants, on whom We had bestowed Our mercy and whom We had endowed with 
knowledge of Our own.” (Verses 64-65) 


It also seems that this meeting was to remain Moses’ secret, given to him by his 
Lord. His servant did not know anything about it until they met the man. Hence the 
following scenes in the story speak only about Moses and the pious man endowed 
with knowledge. 


First Jolting Shock 


Moses addresses the pious sage in a most polite manner. It is the sort of politeness 
that is worthy of a prophet. He puts his request, without making any assumptions, 
and he makes it clear that he seeks proper knowledge from a good servant of God: 
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Moses said to him: May I follow you, on the understanding that you will teach me 
something of the wisdom you have been taught?’ (Verse 66) 


The man’s knowledge however is nothing like human knowledge with its 
immediate causes and inevitable results. It is a part of divine knowledge that God 
has granted him, according to a measure He determined and for a purpose He 
wanted to accomplish. Moses could not be expected to be patient with the man and 
his actions, even though Moses was a prophet and a messenger from God. Looked at 
superficially, these actions may appear to have no logical justification whatsoever. 
They could not be understood without having access to the wisdom dictating them, 
and that is part of divine wisdom which people cannot begin to comprehend. 


The sage understandably fears that Moses may not have the patience required to 
make of him a comfortable companion. He makes this clear to Moses. “The other 
answered: You will not be able to have patience with me, for how can you be patient with 
something which you cannot fully comprehend?” (Verses 67-68) But Moses is so eager to 
learn. Hence he resolves to be very patient and obedient, seeks God’s help and places 
God’s will ahead of his own resolve: “Moses replied: You will find me patient, if God so 
wills; and I shall not disobey you in anything.” (Verse 69) 


The man reiterates the difficulties ahead, stating to Moses a condition for his 
companionship: that he remain patient and not question the sage about any action he 
takes until he himself reveals its purpose: “The other said: Well, then, if you are to follow 
me, do not question me about anything until I mention it to you myself” (Verse 70) Moses 
accepts the condition and the two set out together. 


Soon afterwards comes the first scene from the trip: “And so the two went on their 
way, and when they embarked, [the sage] made a hole in the boat.” (Verse 71) This is 
certainly a strange thing to do. The boat carried both men as well as other 
passengers. They are all in the middle of the sea, and the sage makes a hole in the 
boat. On the surface, this is an action that exposes the boat and all its passengers to 
the risk of being drowned. Why would anyone, let alone a learned and devout 
person, do such an evil thing? 


Confronted with such an apparently outrageous action, Moses simply forgets the 
conversation that he had had with the sage. A human being may accept something 
when it is discussed in abstract terms, but when he faces it in practice and looks at its 
consequences, his reaction may be totally different. Practical matters have a totally 
different effect. Here we see Moses, having already been warned against apparently 
outrageous actions and having resolved to remain patient, loses all patience when 
faced with a tough situation. 


Moses apparently had an impulsive nature, which we detect throughout his life. 
Early on we see him giving an Egyptian man quarrelling with an Israelite a punch 
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and killing him. He then repents and seeks God's forgiveness. Yet the following day 
he sees the same Israelite quarrelling with another Egyptian and tries to stop the 
latter. The details of these events are given in Surah 28. 


With such an impulsive nature, Moses could not be patient when he saw his 
companion making a hole in the boat. He forgot all about his promise. Human nature 
is shown not to comprehend matters fully except through practical experience. 
Hence Moses says in objection: “Have you made a hole in it in order to drown the people in 
it? Strange indeed is that which you have done!” (Verse 71) 


But the sage tolerates this with patience, and he gently reminds Moses of what he 
said earlier: “Did I not say that you would not be able to have patience with me?” (Verse 
72) Moses now regrets his overreaction, saying that he completely forgot. He 
requests the man to accept his apologies and not to rebuke him. “Do not take me to 
task for my having forgotten, and be not hard on me on account of what I have done.” (Verse 
73) The man accepts his apologies and the two proceed further. 


Patience Stretched to the Edge 


There are, however, other strange events awaiting Moses which would exhaust his 
patience: “And so the two went on until they met a certain young man. [The sage] slew 
him.” (Verse 74) 


The first action exposed the boat and its passengers to certain risks. Now there is 
the blatant murder of a young man without provocation or justification. This was too 
much for Moses to tolerate patiently, despite all the promises he had given not to 
question anything he saw. Hence, “Moses exclaimed: ‘Have you killed an innocent man 
with no cause of just retribution for murder? Foul indeed is that which you have 
perpetrated.’” (Verse 74) 


This suggests that Moses was not unmindful of his promise. He probably 
remembered it, but felt unable to keep quiet when he witnessed a murder. To him, 
the young man was innocent. He had not perpetrated anything to justify his killing. 
He was perhaps even under age, so that he could not be held accountable for any 
misdeeds. 


Once again the sage reminds Moses of the condition he has made and the 
promises Moses has given, referring also to what he said in the first place: “Did I not 
make it clear to you that you would not be able to have patience with me?” (Verse 75) This 
time, however, the sage goes further and reminds Moses that he said all this to him 
personally: “Did I not make it clear to you...” So the early warning was addressed to 
Moses personally, but he was not convinced. He had sought to be the man’s 
companion accepting his conditions. 
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Again Moses reflects, knowing that he has broken his promises twice, forgetting it 
despite reminders. His regret makes him too apologetic, depriving himself of any 
possibility of a lengthy companionship with the sage. He gives himself only one last 
chance: “Moses said: If ever I question you again, do not keep me in your company; for then 
you would have had enough excuses from me.” (Verse 76) 


This brings us to the third and last scene: “And so the two went on until they came to 
a town, where they asked its people for food, but they refused them all hospitality. There they 
found a wall on the point of falling down, and [the sage] rebuilt it.” (Verse 77) The two are 
hungry but find themselves in a town whose population are extremely inhospitable. 
They receive no guests and give nothing to the poor and hungry. Yet the man finds a 
wall there about to fall down. The Arabic text, yuridu an yanqadda, is more vivid, 
making the wall almost like a living creature with a will that makes it want to fall. 
Yet this stranger occupies himself with rebuilding the wall for nothing. 


Moses finds the situation full of irony. Why should such a stranger exert so much 
effort in rebuilding a wall in a town where they were denied even a little food and all 
hospitality? He should have at least demanded some money for his labours and then 
they could have bought some food to eat. He says: "Had you wished, you could have 
taken payment for what you did." (Verse 77) 


This signalled the end of this unlikely companionship. Moses no longer had any 
excuse to offer: "[The sage] replied: This is the parting of ways between me and you. Now I 
shall explain to you the real meaning of all [those events] which you were unable to bear with 
patience." (Verse 78) 


Up to this point Moses, as well as everyone following the story, have been 
subjected to a series of surprises with no indication as to their meaning or purpose. 
Our response is the same as that of Moses. We do not even know who the person 
was who did such singular acts. The Qur'àn does not tell us his name, in order to add 
to the general air of bafflement surrounding us. But what would his name add? The 
sage simply represents higher divine wisdom which does not attach results to their 
immediate causes. It aims to explain that there are objectives of which we may know 
nothing about. Hence, keeping his name from us fits in well with the abstract concept 
he represents. 


Furthermore, higher forces dictate the development of the story right from the 
beginning. Moses is so keen to meet this man, he travels until he is totally worn out. 
But his servant leaves their food at the rock where they stopped to rest. But his 
forgetfulness is the cause of their return only to find the man at that very spot. Had 
they travelled on, they would have missed him. The whole atmosphere is shrouded 
in secrecy, just like the man's name. 
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All Made Clear and Simple 


The secret is then revealed: “As for the boat, it belonged to some needy people who toiled 
upon the sea — and I desired to slightly damage it because behind them there was a king who 
was taking every boat by force.” (Verse 79) This explains that the small damage the boat 
suffered was enough to save it for its people. Had it been seaworthy, it would 
certainly have been confiscated by the tyrannical king. Perpetrating some small 
damage to the boat saved it from the greater harm and ruinous injustice which was 
certain to take place without it. Hence, causing such damage was a good and kindly 
action. 


And as for the young man, his parents are true believers, and we feared lest he should 
cause them much grief by his overweening wickedness and unbelief. And so we desired 
that their Lord grant them in his stead [a son] of greater purity than him, and closer 
in loving tenderness. (Verses 80-81) 


This young man appeared at the time to be deserving of no punishment, but God 
revealed his true nature to the sage. We realize now that he harboured all the seeds 
of wickedness and unbelief which were bound to increase as he grew up. Had he 
lived, he would have caused his parents, believers as they were, too much trouble. 
He might have led them, out of love for him, to follow him in his wickedness. Hence, 
God directed His goodly servant to kill the boy in order to replace him with one who 
would be better and more dutiful. 


Had the matter been left to human knowledge, the sage could not have treated the 
boy except on the basis of what appeared to him. He would have had no justification 
in killing him, particularly since the boy appeared to be still under age, having done 
nothing to deserve capital punishment. It is not up to anyone, other than God 
Himself or one to whom God imparts knowledge from Him personally, to judge 
anyone on the basis of his nature. Nor is it permissible to make such knowledge the 
basis of any action other than that which appearances allow. But God may command 
what He wills, as He does in this case. 


And as for the wall, it belonged to two orphan boys living in the town, and beneath it 
was buried a treasure belonging to them. Their father had been a righteous man. So 
your Lord has willed it that when they come of age they should dig up their treasure 
by your Lord’s grace. (Verse 82) 


This wall which the sage laboured to rebuild, asking no wages for his labours 
despite the refusal of hospitality from the townspeople, had a treasure underneath. 
This treasure belonged to two young orphans in the town. Had the wall been left to 
fall down, the treasure would have become visible and the two boys would not have 
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been able to claim it, considering their weakness. Since their father was a pious and 
righteous man, God allowed his children to benefit by his piety while they were 
weak. He willed to give them the time necessary to grow up and dig up their 
treasure when they were in a position to keep it. 


The sage then disowns any share in this whole matter. It is God’s grace that 
dictated all his actions. It was all by God’s command who had imparted to him the 
necessary knowledge in such cases and others, showing him what to do in each case: 
"| did not do any of this of my own accord." (Verse 82) 


Thus the secret is made clear, and all the actions of the sage which seemed 
preposterous in the first instance appear to be simple and wise. Now that the curtain 
has been removed and the secret revealed, the man disappears totally from the scene 
and no further mention is made of him in this surah nor indeed throughout the rest of 
the Qur’an. The story itself represents God’s great wisdom, which reveals itself only 
when and as needed. 


Within the context of the whole surah, this story about Moses and the sage is 
closely linked to the story of the young sleepers in the cave. Both agree that what lies 
beyond our human perception should be left totally to God, who will conduct it on 
the basis of His perfect and absolute knowledge. As for us, we know only what is 
told to us. 


235 


5 


Accurate Historical 


Accounts 


They will ask you about Dhut-Qamayn. Say: T 
will give you an account of him.’ (83) 


We established lis power on earth, and gave him 
means to achieve anything, (84) 


So he followed a certain way (85) 


and [marched westwards] till, when he came to 
the setting of the sun, it appeared to him that it 
was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he 
found a certain peopk. Dhu'l-OQamayn,’ We 
said, ‘you may either punish them or treat them 
with kindness.’ (86) 


He rephed: ‘The one who does wrong we shall 
punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 
sternly punished by Him. (87) 
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But the one who believes and does righteous 
deeds shall bate a goodly reward, and we shall 
assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.’ (88) 


Then he followed another way (89) 


and [marched eastwards] till, when he came to the 
rising of the sun, he found that it was rising on a 
peopl for whom We had provided no coverings 
against it. (90) 


So he did; and We had fuil knowledge of all the 
means available to him. (91) 


Then he followed yet another way (92) 


and [marched on] fil, when he reached a place 
betwen the tvo mountain-barners he found 
beneath them a people who could scarcely 
understand a word. (93) 


DhulOQamayn,’ they said, ‘Gog and Magog 
are ravaging this land. May we pay you a tribute 
so that you erect a barrier between us and theme?’ 


(94) 
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He answered: That with whith my Lord has 
established me ts better [than any tribute]. Hence, 
do but help me with strength, and I shall eredt a 
rampart between you and them! (95) 


Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had 

filled up the gap between the tyo mountainsides, 
he said: Phy your bellows! Then, when be made 
[the iron glow like] fire, he said: Bring me molten 
copper which I will pour over it.’ (96) 


And thus their enemies were unable to scale [the 
rampart}, nor could they dig their way through i. 


(27) 


He said: ‘This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet 
when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, 
He will make this [rampart] level with the 


ground. My Lord's promise always comes true.’ 
(98) 


On that day We shall leave them to sure like 
waves dashing against one another. The trumpet 
will be blown, and We shall gather them all 
together. (99) 


And We shall, on that day, present hell, all 
spread out, for the unbehevers, (100) 


who have turned a blind eye to My admonition 
and a deaf ear to My warning, (101) 
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Do the unbehevers think that they could take My 
creatures for patrons against Me? We have 
indeed readied hell as a dwelling placæ for the 
unbelievers. (102) 


Say: Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers 
in whatever they may do? (103) 


It is they whose labour in this world has been 
misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 
they do is right. (104) 


It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their 
Lord’s revelations and deny the truth that they 
will meet Him. Vain will be ther works. No 
weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection 
Day. (105) 


That will be ther reward, hell, for having rejected 
the faith, and made My revelations and My 
messengers a target of their mockery.’ (106) 


But those who have faith and do righteous deeds 
shall have the gardens of paradise as their 
dwelling place. (107) 


Therein they will abide, and never will they desire 
any change to befall them. (108) 


Say: Tf the sea were ink for ny Lord's words, the 
sea would surely dry up before my Lord’s words 
are exhausted, even though we were to add to it 
another sea to replenish it.’ (109) 
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Say: T am but a human being tke yourselves. It rea ái wu Mace e d cal z 
has been revealed to me that your God is the One i. 
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no one as a partner.’ (110) © lal 2b aL 
Overview 


This final passage of the surah is mainly concerned with Dhu’l-Qarnayn and his 
three journeys, to the east, west and the central areas, as well as his erection of a 
strong barrier to prevent Gog and Magog from getting through. The surah tells us 
that after he had erected the barrier, Dhu’l-Qarnayn said: “This is a mercy from my 
Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall come, He will make this [rampart] level 
with the ground. My Lord’s promise always comes true.” (Verse 98) 


The reference to the ‘true promise’ is followed with the blowing of the trumpet 
and a scene of the resurrection before the surah concludes with three short sections, 
each of which starts with the command, ‘Say’. These three sections sum up all the 
main topics of the surah and follow its drift. They serve as the final strong beats of an 
evenly flowing tune. 


The Mysterious Traveller 


The story of Dhu’l-Qarnayn begins as follows: “They will ask you about Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn. Say: I will give you an account of him.’” (Verse 83) Speaking about the reasons 
that led to the revelation of this sarah, Muhammad ibn Ishaq mentions a report 
attributed to Ibn “Abbas, the Prophet's cousin and Companion. The report mentions 
that the Quraysh sent al-Nadr ibn al-Harith and "Uqbah ibn Abi Mu'ayt to ask the 
Jewish rabbis in Madinah about Muhammad, outlining for them their terms of 
reference. The Quraysh elders told the two men to describe Muhammad in detail to 
the Jewish rabbis and to report to them truthfully what he advocated. "The Jews," 
said the Quraysh elders, "are the people of early Scriptures and they have a wealth of 
knowledge about prophets which is not available to us." 


In Madinah, the two men from the Quraysh put their questions to the rabbis and 
solicited their honest opinion about Muhammad. The rabbis told them to ask 
Muhammad three questions. “If he gives you satisfactory answers, then he is a 
prophet and messenger of God. If he has no answer to give, then he is fabricating 
whatever he says. You may do what you like with him. Ask him about a group of 
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young people about whom there was a strange story in ancient times, and let him tell 
you what happened to them. Ask him also about a man who travelled all over the 
place and went to the far east and far west. The third question you should ask him is 
to tell you about the spirit." 


Al-Nadr and "Uqbah travelled back to Makkah and told their tribesmen that they 
had brought the answer to their problem with Muhammad. When they told them of 
the advice of the Jewish rabbis, they went to the Prophet and put the three questions 
to him. The Prophet told them that he would answer them the following day. 
Apparently he did not qualify the promise by saying, “God willing’, as he should 
have done and as Muslims should always do. As a result nothing was revealed to 
him for fifteen days, nor did the angel Gabriel meet him during this period. The 
people of Makkah began to spread a fresh propaganda campaign, saying: 
‘Muhammad has promised to give us an answer on the morrow, and now it has been 
fifteen days since we asked him, without him giving us any reply to our questions.’ 


The Prophet was very sad at this delay in revelation and he was much distressed 
by what the people of Makkah said about him. Then the angel Gabriel came down 
revealing this surah, The Cave, which tells him in its early verses not to grieve too 
much for his people if they refuse to listen to him. It then proceeds to answer the 
questions put to him, relating the stories of the young men and the traveller of old 
times. He also gave the Prophet the answer to the third question about the spirit, 
which occurs in Surah 17, The Night Journey. 


Another report by Ibn “Abbas tells of the reason for the revelation of the verse 
giving the reply to the question about the spirit. This mentions that the Jews 
themselves put the question to the Prophet: "Tell us about the spirit, and how the 
spirit inside the body can be tortured, when the spirit belongs to God?" As nothing 
about the spirit had been revealed to him, he could not answer them. Gabriel then 
came down to him with the verse stating: "Say: The [knowledge of the nature of the] 
spirit belongs to my Lord alone. You [mankind] have been granted but little knowledge." (17: 
85) 


Since there are several reports about the immediate reason behind the revelation 
of this surah, we prefer not to go into these, limiting our discussion to the Qur’anic 
text, which provides us with true and accurate information. On the basis of this text 
we realize that a question was asked about Dhu’l-Qarnayn, but we do not know for 
certain who put the question. Knowing the questioner will not add anything about 
the import of the story. We will now discuss the text. 


The Qur’anic text does not mention anything about the personality of Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn or where and when he lived. This is typical of Qur'ànic stories. The 
intention is not to provide historical accounts, but to learn the lessons that may be 
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derived from the stories mentioned. In most cases, these lessons can be drawn 
without the need to define time and place. 


Documented history refers to a king called Iskandar, or Alexander Dhu'l-Oarnayn. 
It is also certain that the person to whom the Qur'àn refers by the name Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn is not the Greek king, Alexander, for he was a pagan worshipping idols, 
while the Qur’an speaks about someone who believed in God’s oneness and in 
resurrection and the life to come.ó In his book, Al-Athar Al-Bagiyah ‘an al-Qurin Al- 
Khaliyah, al-Birani mentions that Dhu’l-Qarnayn, about whom the Qur'àn gives us 
this account, was a king of Himyar in Yemen. This is based on the fact that his name 
begins with ‘Dhu’, which is typical of Himyari kings. His actual name was Abu Baler 
ibn Afrigish. He travelled at the head of his army along the southern Mediterranean 
coast, passing through Tunisia and Morocco and building the town of Afriqiya. Thus 
the whole continent was named after him. He was nicknamed Dhu’l-Qarnayn 
because he reached as far as the two furthest points in relation to the sun. 


This view may be correct, but we have no means of verifying it. It is not possible to 
undertake research based on documented history with the aim of establishing the 
real personality of Dhu'l-Oarnayn of whose history the Qur'àn gives us a glimpse. 
The same applies to most historical accounts given in the Qur'àn, such as those 
concerning the people of the prophets Noah and Hid, or the Thamid, etc. History 
itself is only a recent addition, compared to the length of human life on earth. Great 
events took place in the periods preceding what history reports, and these remain 
unknown to historians. Hence, we cannot refer to them for answers. 


Had the Torah remained intact, without distortion or addition, it would have been 
a reliable source of information concerning some of these events. But the Torah has 
been mixed with legends that have, without doubt, no foundation. It has been 
infused with reports that have, most certainly, been added to the original text 
revealed by God. Hence, the Torah cannot be treated as a reliable source for the 
historical accounts it contains. Thus, the only source left for us is the Qur’an, since 
God has guaranteed its preservation in its original form and its protection against 
any distortion. It is indeed the only source for its historical accounts. 


Needless to say, it is wrong to try to evaluate the Qur’an with reference to history. 
There are two obvious reasons for this. The first is the fact that history is a recent 
creation which has missed countless events in mankind’s progress. The Qur’an tells 
us some of these events which remain totally unknown to history and historians. 





6 It may appear that Sayyid Qutb is doing what he says he will not do, discussing the identity of the 
central figure of the story and the locations mentioned, but in fact he is only illustrating why history 
could not be referred to in search for more details of the Qur'ànic accounts. His discussion of the 
probable locations remains very close to the Qur'ànic statements. The footnote speaking about the 
wall near Tirmidh simply mentions a probability without any attempt to evaluate it. — Editor's note. 
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Secondly, even though history may record some of these events, it remains the 
product of human beings. Thus, it suffers from the shortcomings of human action, 
such as imperfection, error, distortion, etc. In our own time, when means of 
communication and facilities of verification have become available in plenty, we find 
the same piece of news or the same incident reported in a variety of ways, each 
looking at it from a particular angle, and giving it a different interpretation. It is out 
of such heaps of confusion that historical accounts are made, regardless of what may 
be said about research and verification. 


Hence, whatever is said about referring to history in order to evaluate the accounts 
given in the Qur’an cannot be admitted on the basis of the scientific rules adopted by 
people, let alone by Islam which states clearly that the Qur’an is the final arbiter. 
Such reference to history cannot he advocated by a believer in the Qur'àn or in 
scientific research. It is no more than useless polemic. 


A Policy of Justice for All 


Some people, then, asked God's Messenger about Dhu'l-Qarnayn, and God 
revealed to him what this surah contains about his history and actions. We have no 
source other than the Qur’an to give us further information. Hence, we will not try to 
expand or elaborate, because that would not be based on any accurate information. 
Commentaries on the Qur'àn provide many accounts and plenty of information, but 
none of these has any reliable basis. Hence, they should be approached very 
cautiously, particularly because they include Israelite reports and other legends. 


Of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn the Qur’an mentions three journeys, one to the 
west, one to the east and the third to a place described as an area ‘between two 
mountains’. Let us now consider this Qur’anic account. 


The story of Dhu'l-Qarnayn, as given in this surah, begins with a brief introduction 
of the man himself: “We established his power on earth, and gave him means to achieve 
anything.” (Verse 84) God then has established his power on earth, giving him 
uncontested authority. He has also given him the means of government and victory, 
the facilities to build civilization, enjoy the blessings God has made available to 
mankind, and all that make human life on earth steady and prosperous. 


So he followed a certain way.” (Verse 85) Thus, he went along one way which was 
made easy for him, aiming westwards: “When he came to the setting of the sun, it 
appeared to him that it was setting in dark, turbid waters; and nearby he found a certain 
people. Dhu'l-Qarnayn,' We said, you may either punish them or treat them with kindness. 
‘He replied: “The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord and be 
sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds shall have a 
goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to fulfil.” (Verses 86-88) 
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Reaching the setting of the sun means the place where a person feels that the sun 
sets beyond the horizon. This varies according to geographic location. In some places 
we may feel that the sun sets beyond a mountain, while in others we feel that it goes 
down into the water, as is the case when we look at the sea or ocean. In other places 
still, the sun seems to set in the sand, as when we are in a desert with no hills or 
mountains around. 


It appears from the text that Dhu'l-Oarnayn went westwards until he reached a 
point on the Atlantic coast which people believed to be at the end of dry land. He 
saw the sun setting in the sea. It is even more likely that this was at a river mouth, 
where there would be plenty of weeds and the area muddy. Little lakes form in such 
situations and may look like water springs. He saw the sun setting there, going down 
in a spring of murky water. But it is impossible for us to define the area, because the 
surah does not give us any clue. We have no other reliable source. Hence, every view 
other than this cannot be considered accurate because it has no reliable basis. 


At this lake of turbid and murky waters, Dhu’I-Qarnayn found a community and 
God gave him a choice: "Dhu'l-Qarnayn, We said, you may either punish them or treat 
them with kindness." (Verse 86) Now, how did God say this to Dhu’l-Qarnayn? Was it 
revelation, or a mere statement of the situation, resulting from the fact that God had 
given him power over those people, so that he could determine whatever he wished 
to do with them. In this case, it would be just as if it was said to him: Here they are at 
your command: you may choose to punish them or to follow a lenient course of 
action. Both are possible. There is nothing to stop us understanding the text in either 
way. What is important to realize is that Dhu'l-Oarnayn declared his policy in the 
areas that came under his rule and their population became subject to his authority. 


He replied: ‘The one who does wrong we shall punish. Then he will return to his Lord 
and be sternly punished by Him. But the one who believes and does righteous deeds 
shall have a goodly reward, and we shall assign to him a task that is easy to 
fulfil.'(Verses 87-88) 


This is a declaration that those who transgress the bounds of justice will be subject 
to their own punishment in this life. Then they will return to their Lord who is 
certain to inflict on them severe punishment that has no parallel in what is known in 
human life. On the other hand, pious and true believers will receive kindly 
treatment, generous reward, honour and help in all their affairs. 


These are the outlines of just and good government. A true believer should receive 
from rulers every sort of kindly treatment and generous reward, while transgressors 
who are unjust to their fellow human beings should be punished severely. When 
those who do well in the community, pursuing a fair line of action in all their 
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pursuits, receive a good reward for their actions, and when the unjust and 
Oppressors receive a fair punishment and humiliation, then the whole community is 
motivated to follow the line of goodness. But when matters go wrong, and the unjust, 
oppressor and corrupt people are the ones who enjoy favour with the ruler, while 
those who are good and fair are persecuted, then the ruler's power becomes no more 
than a tool of corruption and misery for the whole community. Nothing remains fair. 
The whole society sinks into chaos. 


After Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s return from his westward journey he took his way 
eastward. Again we realize that his authority was well established, and that all 
means were made available to him: 


Then he followed another way and [marched eastwards] till, when he came to the 
rising of the sun, he found that it was rising on a people for whom We had provided no 
coverings against it. So he did; and We had All knowledge of all the means available to 
him. (Verses 89-91) 


What we said about the setting of the sun is also true of its rising place. What is 
meant here is the point where it rises in the east as we look up beyond the horizon. 
Again the Qur’an does not define the place. It simply describes it and the situation of 
the people Dhu'l-Qarnayn found there: "When he came to the rising of the sun, he found 
that it was rising on a people for whom We had provided no coverings against it." (Verse 90) 
This suggests that the land was open, unscreened from the sun by any hills or trees. 
Thus when the sun rose, the people were directly exposed to it. This description 
applies to deserts and vast plateaus. It does not specify a particular location. All that 
we say is that it is likely that this place was in the far east, where the sun rose over its 
open, flat land. It might have also been on the east coast of Africa. 


Another probability is that the description, ‘for whom We had provided no covering 
against it,’ means that those people were always in the nude and did not employ 
clothing. Hence, they were not screened from the sun. 


Since Dhu’l-Qarnayn had announced his policy of government, the surah does not 
repeat it here. Nor is any further action mentioned because God is fully aware of his 
intention and behaviour. 


It is important, however, to reflect very briefly here on an artistic touch in the 
image provided. The scene portrayed for us is open and clear: a blazing sun which is 
in no way screened from the people. 


Similarly, Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s conscience and intentions are open, known ' fully to 
God Almighty. This provides harmony between the natural scene and man’s 
conscience in the inimitable style of the Qur’an. 
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A Barrier against Evil Forces 


Then he followed yet another way and [marched on] till, when he reached a place 
between the two mountain-barriers he found beneath them a people who could scarcely 
understand a word. Dhu'l- Qarnayn,' they said, 'Cog and Magog are ravaging this 
land. May we pay you a tribute so that you erect a barrier between us and them?' He 
answered: ‘That with which my Lord has established me is better [than any tribute]. 
Hence, do but help me with strength, and I shall erect a rampart between you and 
them! Bring me blocks of iron!’ At length, when he had filled up the gap between the 
two mountain-sides, he said: ‘Ply your bellows!’ Then, when he made [the iron glow 
like] fire, he said: “Bring me molten copper which I will pour over it.’ And thus their 
enemies were unable to scale [the rampart], nor could they dig their way through it. 
He said: ‘This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall 
come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord's promise always 
comes true.’ (Verses 92-98) 


Now we come to the third of Dhu'l-Oarnayn's journeys which took him to a place 
between the two mountain-barriers.' We cannot make any definite suggestion as to the 
exact location of this place, nor do we have any information about the nature of these 
barriers. All that we can understand from the text is that he reached a place lying in 
between two natural or man-made barriers, separated by a gap or low passage. 
Down there he found some backward people, whom the Qur'àn describes as could 
scarcely understand a word.’ 


These people realized that Dhu’l-Qarnayn was both powerful and able. They also 
discovered that he was pious and God-fearing. Hence, they offered him payment in 
return for erecting a barrier to stop Gog and Magog, who frequently attacked them 
from beyond the mountain barriers and used the passage in between, from wreaking 
havoc in their land. These people had exhausted all the means available to them, yet 
still they could not repel those evil forces. Hence they were prepared to pay for a 
solution to their problem utilizing Dhu’l-Qarnayn’s power. 


Following the policy declared by that pious ruler, which was based on resisting all 
evil and corruption on earth, he declined to take their money, and offered instead to 
erect the barrier without charge. He judged that the easiest way to do so was to close 
the passage between the two mountain-barriers. However, he asked the backward 
people to help him by employing their physical strength: “Help me with strength, and I 
shall erect a rampart between you and them! Bring me blocks of iron!” (Verses 95-96) They 
began to gather whatever blocks of iron were available. He put all these blocks in a 
heap to close the gap between the two barriers, so that the two mountain-sides 
became like two crusts covering a heap of iron articles in between. 


“At length, when he had filled up the gap between the two mountainsides,” (Verse 96) 
and the heap of iron was as high as the top of the two barriers, “he said: Ply your 
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bellows!" (Verse 96) They were to generate air to increase the fire which heated the 
iron. "Then, when he made [the iron glow like] fire, he said: 'Bring me molten copper which I 
will pour over it." (Verse 96) The molten copper thus filled the gaps between the iron 
blocks, making the new barrier impregnable. 


This method has recently been used in strengthening iron by adding a percentage 
of copper to it, thereby reinforcing it. It is to this fact that God guided Dhu'l- 
Qarnayn, recording the fact in His book many centuries before it was discovered by 
human science. 


Thus the two natural barriers joined together with the man-made one, and the gap 
through which Gog and Magog launched their attacks was completely sealed. Hence, 
“Their enemies were unable to scale [the rampart]” by climbing it. “Nor could they dig their 
way through it,” to resume their attacks. For the first time, those vulnerable, backward 
people felt secure in their land.” 


Dhu’l-Qarnayn looked at the great work which he accomplished, yet experienced 
neither pride nor conceit. Nor was he elated by this edifice which testified to both his 
power and knowledge. Rather, he remembered God and thanked Him, 
acknowledging that it was He who guided him to what work should be done, and 
that his own power was granted to him by God, and that future events would take 
place according to His will. He also declared his belief that all mountains, walls and 
barriers are certain to be levelled before the Day of Judgement so that the whole 
earth will be flat. He said: "This is a mercy from my Lord. Yet when the time appointed by 
my Lord shall come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord's promise 
always comes true." (Verse 98) 


Thus ends this passage which relates part of the history of Dhu’l-Qarnayn, a good 
example of a pious ruler who is given power and secure position as well as other 
means and facilities. He goes with his armies east and west, but he does not 
tyrannize or show conceit. Nor does he consider his conquering of other people's 
lands a means to exploit individuals, communities and countries in order to ensure a 
luxurious life for himself or his people. He does not treat the vanquished people as 
slaves, making them the means for his self-aggrandisement. On the contrary, he 
spreads justice, assists the weak and backward, ensures that no aggression is 
launched against them, and charges nothing for his services. He utilizes the power 
God granted him in building proper and secure communities where everyone gets 
what rightfully belongs to him. He then attributes every good work he does to the 
grace of God, claiming no part of it for himself. Even at the height of his power, he 


7 A wall was discovered close to the city of Tirmidh in central Asia, and was mentioned by a German 
and a Spanish historian who passed by it early in the fifteenth century. They referred to Bab Al-Hadid, 
meaning "the iron door’, and which can he found between Samarqand and India. This may be the wall 
built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn. 
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does not forget God's power and that to Him he certainly shall return. 


The Truth about Gog and Magog 


Now who were Gog and Magog? Where are they now? What did they do and 
what will happen to them? Such questions are very difficult to answer with any 
degree of accuracy. Our knowledge of them is limited to what is mentioned 
specifically in the Qur’an and in authentic ahadith. The Qur’an includes here a 
quotation of what Dhu'l-Qarnayn says: "Yet when the time appointed by my Lord shall 
come, He will make this [rampart] level with the ground. My Lord's promise always comes 
true." (Verse 98) This statement does not specify a time. God's promise to destroy the 
rampart may already have occurred when the Tatars swept across huge areas, 
destroying whole kingdoms. 


Another mention of them is found in Surah 21, The Prophets, where it is stated: 
“When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm down from every corner, when the true 
promise draws close [to its fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of the unbelievers.” 
(21: 96-97) Again this statement does not specify a time for the promised appearance 
of Gog and Magog. That God’s promise has come near to fulfilment, in the sense that 
the Last Hour or the Day of Judgement is soon to come, is an accomplished fact ever 
since the time of the Prophet. In the Qur’an we read: “The Hour has drawn near, and the 
moon was cleft asunder.” (54: 1) In God’s reckoning, time has a totally different 
perspective from that of human reckoning. The time gap between the moment when 
the Hour becomes near and its actual occurrence may stretch to millions of years or 
centuries. Thus human beings may see this as a very long period of time, while, by 
God’s standards, it may signify nothing more than a blink of an eye. 


This means that the rampart built by Dhu’l-Qarnayn might have been penetrated 
in the period that has lapsed between the revelation of the verse stating, ‘the Hour has 
drawn near,’ and our present day. This suggests that the conquests of the Tatars in the 
eastern provinces might have represented a sort of fulfilment of the warning which 
tells of Gog and Magog forging ahead and sweeping across the earth. An authentic 
hadith related by Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal on the authority of Zainab bint Jahsh, the 
Prophet’s wife, mentions that the Prophet woke up once, red in the face, saying: 
“Woe to the Arabs! A calamitous event is drawing near. The rampart of Gog and 
Magog has been breached today by as much as this, [rounding his thumb with his 
first finger].” I said, “Messenger of God! Would we be destroyed when righteous 
people are living among us?” He said: “Yes, if evil becomes widespread.” 


The Prophet’s dream occurred more than thirteen and a half centuries ago. The 
conquests of the Tatars took place subsequently, destroying the “Abbasid Caliphate. 
It was Hülegü who destroyed it, ending the reign of al-Musta‘sim, the last “Abbasid 
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Caliph. This might have been the realization of the Prophet's dream. But true 
knowledge belongs to God. All that we say in this respect is by way of probability, 
not certainty. 


Deaf and Blind 


The surah follows the reference by Dhu’l-Qarnayn to God’s true promise with a 
scene from the Day of Judgement: 


On that day We shall leave them to surge like waves dashing against one another. The 
trumpet will be blown, and We shall gather them all together. And We shall, on that 
day, present hell, all spread out, for the unbelievers, who have turned a blind eye to 
My admonition and a deaf ear to My warning. (Verses 99-101) 


This is a scene showing the movement of huge masses of people of all colours, 
races and geographical areas, belonging to all generations and times, after they have 
been resurrected and brought back to life. They move across in a chaotic way, 
unaware of what is around them. They push each other like waves in the sea and mix 
like the surf raised by the waves. Then suddenly a trumpet is blown and they are 
gathered according to a specific order: “The trumpet will be blown, and We shall gather 
them all together.” (Verse 99) 


We see also the unbelievers who turned away from remembrance of God as 
though their eyes were covered and their ears deaf. Now we see them with hell 
brought before them and they cannot turn away from it as they used to turn away 
from God’s guidance. On that day, the option of turning away is not within their 
power. The cover over their eyes has been drawn, and they now see clearly the 
consequence of their deliberate turning away. This is a fair recompense. 


The surah provides symmetry between their turning away and their vision of hell 
as it is brought before them. The two actions are shown in contrast both in scene and 
movement. 


This contrast is followed by a comment full of derision: “Do the unbelievers think 
that they could take My creatures for patrons against Me? We have indeed readied hell as a 
dwelling place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) Do these unbelievers think that they can 
choose from among God’s creatures which fully submit to Him some who could 
support them against God? Can these give them help or grant them protection 
against God’s might? If such thoughts are entertained by them, then let them 
experience the results of such self-delusion: “We have indeed readied hell as a dwelling 
place for the unbelievers.” (Verse 102) This is an evil abode already prepared to receive 
them. There is no need for waiting. It is all ready to receive its unbelieving dwellers. 
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Deceptive Thoughts of Bad Action 


The surah concludes with a few verses that bring together its many different lines 
of discussion in harmonious tone and rhythm. We have here three different aspects 
which, together, sum up the whole theme of the surah. The first of these revolves 
around values and standards as they are reflected in deviant societies and as they 
truly are. These relate to both actions and people. 


Say: ‘Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do? It is they 
whose labour in this world has been misguided, and who nonetheless think that what 
they do ts right. It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their Lord's revelations and 
deny the truth that they will meet Him. Vain will be their works. No weight shall We 
assign to them on Resurrection Day.’ (Verses 103-105) 


“Shall we tell you who are the greatest losers in whatever they may do?” (Verse 103) 
These are the ones whose loss cannot be exceeded by any human being in history. 
The answer to this question comes very quickly. “It is they whose labour in this world 
has been misguided.” (Verse 104) It did not lead them to follow any proper guidance. It 
did not yield any real fruit, nor did it achieve any objective. But these people 
“nonetheless think that what they do is right.” (Verse 104) This tells how misguided 
these people are. They have no inclination that whatever they do in this world takes 
them further into error and is thus completely wasted. Hence, they continue 
spending their whole lives in such vain pursuits. 


Now the listeners are asked whether they want to know who these people are. The 
question heightens their curiosity, holding the attentions of everyone within hearing 
range. Then when everyone eagerly anticipates the information, the identity of these 
unrivalled losers is revealed: “It is they who have chosen to disbelieve in their Lord’s 
revelations and deny the truth that they will meet Him. Vain will be their works.” (Verse 
105) The linguistic sense imparted by the Arabic term, habitat, describing their actions 
as ‘vain’ is derived from a very special case. It is that of an animal feeding on 
poisonous grass. Its belly is swollen before it dies. The same is the case with the 
actions of those who are misguided. They grow and seem fair and rewarding, but the 
fact is that they come to nothing whatsoever. 


“No weight shall We assign to them on Resurrection Day.” (Verse 105) Thus they are 
shown to be worthless, having no value in the scale of true standards and principles. 
This is their condition ‘on Resurrection Day’. But they only have the requital they 
deserve. “That will be their reward, hell, for having rejected the faith, and made My 
revelations and My messengers a target of their mockery.” (Verse 106) 


Contrast in the scene is given by showing how the believers fare and what their 
value score is on the true scales used on the Day of Judgement. “But those who have 
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faith and do righteous deeds shall have the gardens of paradise as their dwelling place. Therein 
they will abide, and never will they desire any change to befall them." (Verses 107-108) This 
abode in the gardens of paradise is contrasted here with the other abode in hell. The 
gulf between the two is colossal. 


There is also here a fine reference to human nature and its appreciation of pleasure 
and enjoyment. This is expressed in the sentence, never will they desire any change to 
befall them.” (Verse 108) We need to reflect a little on this statement which assures us 
that the believers are to dwell in paradise permanently. By nature however human 
beings are bored with any state that continues ad infinitum. When they are satisfied 
that the blessings they enjoy are permanent, they are no longer keen to preserve 
them, seeking changes instead. 


This is how human nature is made, and for a definite purpose. Moreover, this is 
more suited to the role assigned to man in this life, placing him in charge of the earth. 
This role requires developing human life so as to achieve the level of perfection God 
in His wisdom has determined for it. Hence, He has made man a creature who loves 
change, discovery and movement from one stage, place or scene to another. This 
aspiration enables man to move on, to change things in his life, to discover new 
things as also reinvent his social system. In this way, man's whole life changes and 
develops. It continues to progress gradually until it achieves its best level of 
perfection. 


At the same time, human nature loves what is familiar and tries to preserve 
customs and traditions. However, this is kept at a degree that does not obstruct 
progress or prevent the development of thought or new ideas. The two trends 
achieve a balance which ensures progress. Every time the balance is disturbed so as 
to impose stagnation, it is followed by a revolt which gives new momentum in the 
opposite direction. This may even exceed the limits of moderation. The best periods 
in human life are those which achieve an equilibrium between the driving force and 
social controls, and between motivation and restraint. Should stagnation persist, it 
heralds a retreat in social conditions and a slow death in the life of both individuals 
and the community. 


Such is the nature that is more suitable for human life on earth. In heaven, which 
is the world of absolute perfection, there is no duty and responsibility commensurate 
with human nature. Should people retain their nature that fits their life on earth 
while living in the permanent and self-renewing bliss of heaven, they will, in time, 
feel exceedingly bored with it. Heaven will become like a prison and its dwellers will 
seek to leave it for a while, just to have a change, even though this may mean paying 
a visit to a place of misery. They will need such a departure from heaven to satisfy 
their innate and strong desire for change. 
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But the Creator, who knows well the nature of His creation, will change human 
desire so that when they are in heaven, they will not want to change or to leave. 
Instead, they will be keen to continue their lives there for as long as time stretches. 


Preparing for a Meeting with the Lord 


The second concluding element shows the limits of human knowledge when 
compared with God's infinite knowledge. As our imagination cannot reach the 
absolute, the Qur'àn gives us a simple analogy which we can easily comprehend, 
using its method of image drawing: "Say: If the sea were ink for my Lord's words, the sea 
would surely dry up before my Lord's words are exhausted, even though we were to add to it 
another sea to replenish it." (Verse 109) The sea is the largest and richest thing known 
to mankind. People use ink to write down whatever they want to record. This is how 
they document their knowledge which they imagine to be great. Hence the Qur'àn 
puts forward the image of the sea with all its vast expanse, but which is now made of 
ink with which to write down God's words that indicate His knowledge. Even 
though the whole sea is used, God's words are not finished. At this point another sea 
of similar magnitude is brought forward, but it too is used in full while God's words 
are far from finished. 


It is with such a clear image and movement that the concept of the infinite is 
placed before the finite human intellect. A universal and abstract concept remains 
beyond human conception until it is described in specific terms. No matter how 
powerful a human being's ability to understand the abstract is, he needs to relate an 
abstract concept to images and shapes, types and characteristics. This applies to 
abstract concepts of what is limited or tangible. How then can it fathom what is 
unlimited and intangible? 


Hence, the Qur'àn gives analogies and draws on similarities in order to give 
people images and scenes that describe the great concepts it wants them to 
understand. It often uses what is tangible, and what has shape and definite 
characteristics and recognizable features in the same way as is employed here. In this 
example, the sea represents human knowledge which people imagine to be great. But 
huge and rich as the seas and the oceans may be, they remain limited. God's words, 
on the other hand, represent His infinite knowledge for which people cannot set any 
limit. Indeed they cannot receive or record it all, let alone comprehend it. 


Conceit may creep into the human soul as people are able to make new discoveries 
about themselves or about the universe. They are elated with these scientific 
discoveries feeling that they have achieved what there is to achieve, or at least are on 
the way to it. But when they look at the areas which remain unknown, they realize 
that they have only taken a few steps into the sea which remains so vast, stretching 
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beyond the horizon. The fact remains that man's ability to receive and record God's 
knowledge is very limited indeed, because it represents a relationship of what is 
finite and what is infinite. 


Man may gain as much knowledge as he can, and he may discover much of the 
secrets of the universe, but he must never arrogantly boast about his knowledge. For 
the utmost that he can achieve is to transform the seas and oceans into ink, yet all 
that ink is insufficient to record God's words. 


With such a comparison that shows man's knowledge to be extremely limited in 
relation to God’s, the final touch in the surah paints the highest and noblest degree 
for man, which is that of recipient of God’s final message. This again is something 
close and finite in relation to the limitless horizon our sight cannot reach: 


Say: I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been revealed to me that your God 
is the One and only God. Hence, whoever expects to meet his Lord (on Judgement 
Day], let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his Lord admit no one as 
partner. (Verse 110) 


That is the ultimate horizon of Godhead. How does the horizon of prophethood 
compare with it, when it is, after all, a human horizon? 


"Say: I am but a human being like yourselves. It has been revealed to me..." I am a 
human being who receives something from that highest level. I get my knowledge 
from that inexhaustible source. Yet I am a human being who does not go beyond the 
guidance which I receive from my Lord. I am a human being who is taught 
something, learns it and then teaches it to others. Whoever aspires to a position close 
to this height must first of all benefit by whatever he or she learns from God's 
Messenger. They must also utilize the only means that leads there: "Whoever expects to 
meet his Lord [on Judgement Day], let him do what is right, and in the worship due to his 
Lord admit no one as a partner." (Verse 110) This is the passport to that splendid 
meeting. 


Thus ends the surah which began by mentioning revelation and the oneness of 
God, utilizing themes and tones that gradually grow more and more profound until 
they reach this final climax. It is a distinguished beat which generates all the tunes in 
the splendid music of faith. 
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SURAH 19 


Maryam 
(Mary) 


Prologue 


The central theme of this surah focuses on God’s oneness, rejecting all concepts 
and ideas assigning a son or a partner to Him. It also touches on the important issue 
of resurrection, intertwined as it is with the concept of God’s oneness. In this, the 
surah follows the same pattern as most, if not all, surahs revealed in Makkah. 


The surah explores its theme through several stories, beginning with that of 
Zachariah and his son, John, and follows this with the story of Mary and the birth of 
Jesus. We then have a part of Abraham’s story with his father, followed by brief 
references to other prophets: Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, Ishmael, Idris, Adam and 
Noah. These stories take up nearly two-thirds of the surah, driving home the truth of 
God’s oneness, resurrection, the non-existence of any children or partners with God. 
They also clearly outline the attitudes towards the prophets of those who follow 
guidance and those who go astray. 


The surah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement, some arguments 
against those who deny resurrection, and a reference to the fate of the unbelievers 
who deny God’s message, both in this life and in the life to come. All this fits 
perfectly with the drift of the stories the surah relates and reinforces its central theme. 
The surah has its distinctive atmosphere which permeates through all its accounts 
and pervades its themes. 


The surah portrays a full range of reaction and feeling within the human soul as 
also within the universe around it. This world which we imagine to be senseless is 
shown to have a soul of its own capable of sense and feeling. This adds to the general 
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atmosphere of the surah as we see the heavens, the earth and the mountains in anger, 
reacting so strongly as to almost be rent asunder or levelled down. All this because 
“people should ascribe a son to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most 
Merciful should take to Himself son.” (Verses 91-92) Reactions within the human soul 
are shown throughout the surah from start to finish. Its main stories are full of such 
reactions, particularly in that of Mary and the birth of Jesus. 


The surah has a distinctive ambience of compassion, contentedness and direct 
relation with God. It opens with an account of the grace God bestowed on Zachariah, 
and how he addressed God in a secret appeal: “This is an account of the grace which 
your Lord bestowed on His servant Zachariah: when he called out to his Lord in the secrecy of 
his heart.” (Verses 2-3) The words of grace, compassion and their synonyms are 
frequently mentioned throughout the surah, together with God’s attributes of 
beneficence and mercy. The happiness the believers will enjoy in the life to come is 
described as love: “As for those who believe and do righteous deeds, God will certainly 
bestow love on them.” (Verse 96) Among the favours God bestowed on John is that he 
was compassionate: “We granted him wisdom while he was still a youth, as well as, by Our 
grace, compassion and purity; and he was [always] righteous.” (Verses 12-13) Similarly, 
Jesus was, by the grace of God, dutiful to his mother, gentle and friendly in his 
manners: “He has made me kind to my mother, not haughty or bereft of grace.” (Verse 32) 


We indeed feel God’s abounding grace extending over all human life in the 
vocabulary and sentence structure of the surah. We also feel that the whole universe 
shudders to the sound of the preposterous claims that God has partners. For the 
universe cannot countenance such absurdity. We recognize that the surah has a 
distinctive musical rhythm and tempo. Even the sound of its vocabulary and the 
words ending its verses impart a clear sense of ease. Where the context requires 
firmness, such verse-endings have a doubled, voiced sound of either the plosive or 
fricative variety, to enhance the impression of firmness or power. 


The surah provides good examples of variations in cadence, verse- endings and 
rhymes according to the subject being discussed and the overall atmosphere. At the 
start, when the surah relates its account of the prophets Zachariah and John, the 
verses rhyme with the syllable, ‘ya’ giving a medium vowel at the end. The same 
rhyme is maintained throughout the story of Mary and Jesus as well as the brief 
accounts of other prophets that follow. When these accounts are concluded, the surah 
comments on the truth about Jesus, son of Mary, with the final verdict on his 
sonship. Here we have a different kind of verse-ending where words with a long ‘ee’ 
or ‘oo’ vowel are followed by a nasal ‘m’ or ‘n’ giving the impression of a settled and 
final matter. 


When this is complete, the surah resumes its accounts of earlier prophets 
commencing with Abraham and his father. The earlier, easy and gentle rhyme is 
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picked up again until the surah begins its discussion of the punishment that awaits 
those who reject the truth and oppose God’s message and messengers. Here the 
cadence becomes stronger, and the rhyme changes to be a medium vowel ‘a’ 
preceded by the voiced, plosive ‘d’ sound. When the attitude of the unbelievers 
comes in for criticism and denunciation, the rhythm becomes even more powerful, 
reflected by a doubled ‘d’ sound for the rhyme. Thus the surah provides a perfect 
example of manipulated rhyme and rhythm such that it is in flawless harmony with 
the overall meaning and atmosphere. Both contribute to the general ambience of the 
surah as it moves with perfect ease from one subject to another. 


The whole surah may be divided into three parts. The first includes the story of 
Zachariah and his son John, together with the story of Mary and her son Jesus, 
culminating in a comment that gives the final verdict on Jesus whose birth and 
nature were the subject of much controversy among both the Jews and Christians. 


The second part includes an episode from Abrahams life story, in which he 
dissociated himself from the beliefs of his idolatrous community. It tells how God 
compensated him with offspring that brought a whole nation into being. It includes 
brief references to other prophets, those who followed their guidance and those who 
erred in succeeding generations, explaining the ultimate destiny of both groups. It 
ends with a declaration that Lordship in the universe is one and the Lord must be 
worshipped without association of partners with Him: “He is the Lord of the heavens 
and the earth and all that is between them. Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in 
His worship. Do you know any whose name is worthy to be mentioned side by side with 
His?” (Verse 65) 


The final part begins with the arguments advanced about resurrection, portraying 
some scenes from the Day of Judgement. It provides an image of the rejection of all 
polytheistic claims by the whole universe. It ends with a highly effective scene of the 
doom of earlier communities: “How many a generation have We destroyed before their 
time! Can you find a single one of them [now], or hear so much as a whisper of them?” 
(Verse 98) 
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God’s Unbridled Will 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Kaf Ha. Ya ‘Ayn. Sad (1) 


This is an account of the grace which your Lord 
bestowed on His servant Zachariah: (2) 


when he called out to lis Lord in the secrecy of his 
heart, (3) 


he prayed: My Lord! Feeble have become my 
bones, and my head ghstens with grey hair. But 
never, my Lord, bas my prayer to You remained 
unanswered. (4) 


Non, I fear what] my kinsmen [wil doj after I 
am gone, for my wife is barren. Bestow, then, 
upon me, out of Y our grace, a successor (5) 


who will be my her as well as an hear of the 
House of Jacob; and make him, my Lord, one 
nith whom You are pleased.’ (6) 
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Zachariah! We bring you the happy news of [the 
birth of] a son whose name shall be John. Never 
have We given this name to anyone before lim.’ 


(7) 


[Zachariah] said: My Lord! How can I have a 
son when my wife is barren, and I am wel 
advanced in years?’ (8) 


He said: Thus it ts. Your Lord says, “This is 
easy for Me; even as I bad earlier created you 
when you were nothing.” (9) 


[Zachariah] said: My Lord! Gwe me a sign.’ 
He rephed: ‘Your sign will be that for full three 
nights Jand days] you will not speak to people. 
(10) 


He then came out to his people from the sanctuary 
and signified to them [by gesture] to extol God's 
Limitless glory by day and by night. (11) 


[To his son We said]: Jobn! Hold fast to the 
book with [all your] strength.’ We granted him 
wisdom while he was still a youth, (12) 


as well as, by Our grace, compassion and 


purity; and he was [always] righteous, (13) 
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and kind to his parents. Never was he haughty 
or rebellious. (14) 


So peace was upon lim on the day he was born, 
and on the day of his death, and will be on the 
day when he shall be raised to fe again. (15) 


Relate in the book. [the story of] Mary and how 
she withdrew from her family to a place in the 
east, (16) 


where she kept herself in seclusion from them. 
We, then, sent to her Our angel, who appeared to 
her in the shape of a well-made human being. 


(17) 


She said: May the Most Meraful protect me 


fiom you. [Do not come near me] if you fear 
God.’ (18) 


T am but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, 
‘land have come] to give you a son endowed with 


purity. (19) 


She said: How shall I bave a child when no man 
has ever touched me and I have never been a loose 
woman?’ (20) 


He answered: ‘Thus did your Lord speak: This 
as easy for Me. We will make him a sign for 
mankind and an act of grace from Us. It is a 
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matter [We have] decreed.’ (21) 


So she conceived him, and retired to a far-off place. 
(22) 


And the throes of childbirth drove her to the 
trunk of a palm- tree. [In her anguish] she cried: 
Would that I had died before this and passed 
into complete oblivion!’ (23) 


But [a voice] from below called out to her: Do 
not give in to grief Your Lord has provided a 
brook, running beneath you. (24) 


And if you shake the trunk. of the palm tree 
towards you, it will drop you fresh ripe dates. (25) 


eat and drink and be happy. Should you see any 
buman being, just convey this to him: T bave 
vowed a fast to the Most Merciful and will not 
speak today to any human being,’ (26) 


At length, she went to her people carrying the 
child. They said: Mary, you have indeed done an 
amazing thing! (27) 


Sister of Aaron, your father was not a wicked 
man, nor was your mother a loose woman!’ (28) 


But she pointed to the child. They said: How can 
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we talk to a babe in the cradle?’ (29) 


Whereupon he said: T am a servant of God. He 
has vouchsafed to me revelations and made me a 


prophet, 30) 


and made me blessed wherever I may be. He has 
enjoined on me prayer and charity as long as I 
hive. (31) 


He has made me kind to my mother, not 
haughty or bereft of grace. (32) 


Peace was on me on the day when I was born, 
and [mill be om me] on the day of ney death and 
on the day when I shall be raised to lye again.’ 
(33) 


Such was, in the words of truth, Jesus the son of 
Mary, about whose nature they still dispute. (34) 


It îs not conceivable that God should beget a son. 
Limitless is He in His glory! When He wills a 
thing to be, He only says to t, Be’ and it is. 
(35) 


God is my Lord and your Lord; so worship 
Fim alone. That is a straight path. (36) 


Yet are the sects at variance among themselves. 
Woe, then, to the unbehevers when a momentous 
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Pere. aes e di 
How well they will hear and see on the day they O phe PH Lp cys ly ES os 


will appear before Us. Truly the wrongdoers are SUE. ide : og 
today in evident error. (38) oS Ls PL PH pals ex ce | 
eas Js aodio luf 
Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress, when © oe 2 à e) v 
everything will have been determined while they wee ate . ; : 
remain heedless, persisting in unbelief. (39) 7 Y ga 3! spadl e» eA uos 


We alone shall remain after the earth and all 
who lve on it have passed away. To Us they shall 
all return. (40) 








A Passionate Prayer Answered 


“Kaf. Ha. Ya. “Ayn. Sad.” (Verse 1) These are separate letters of the Arabic alphabet. 
A number of surahs begin with such separate letters which we explain as being some 
of the letters used in the composition of the Qur’an. Yet the Qur’an has its unique, 
inimitable style, the like of which human beings can never produce, despite the fact 
that the same letters and words are available to them. They simply cannot devise any 
construction that even remotely approaches the style employed by the divine power 
that produced this Qur’an. 


Having mentioned these letters, the surah immediately begins the first story of 
Zachariah and John, in which compassion provides both the central idea and the 
overall atmosphere. Hence grace is mentioned at the outset: “This is an account of the 
grace which your Lord bestowed on His servant Zachariah.” (Verse 2) The story begins 
with a scene of earnest supplication by Zachariah in total secrecy: 


When he called out to his Lord in the secrecy of his heart, he prayed: My Lord! Feeble 
have become my bones, and my head glistens with grey hair. But never, my Lord, has 
my prayer to You remained unanswered. Now, I fear [what] my kinsmen [will do] 
after I am gone, for my wife is barren. Bestow, then, upon me, out of Your, a grace, a 
successor who will be my heir as well as an heir of the House of Jacob; and make him, 
my Lord, one with whom You are pleased.” (Verses 3-6) 
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He is alone, addressing his appeal to God, away from watching eyes and listening 
ears. He wants to lay his troubled heart open before his Lord, recounting his worries. 
He addresses Him as if he were speaking to someone who is very close, without even 
using the Arabic address article, Yd. Needless to say, his Lord hears and sees, 
without the need to be addressed or called upon. But a person troubled by worries 
finds comfort in vocalizing his concern. Most Gracious as He is, God knows this to be 
part of human nature. Hence, He likes that His servants pray to Him, making a clean 
breast of all that worries them: “Your Lord says: Pray to Me and I will answer you.” (40: 
60) When they do, they find relief from their heavy burden. They are reassured 
because they have assigned such burdens to the One who is more able and powerful. 
They feel that they are in contact with the Most Merciful who will not disappoint 
anyone who appeals to Him and relies on Him. 


Zachariah complains to his Lord that his bones have become feeble, and when 
bones are feeble, the whole body is weak. After all, the bones are the stiffest part of 
the body. They form the skeleton which the muscles flesh up. He also complains that 
his head glistens with grey hair. The Qur’anic expression here, ishta'ala al-ra'su 
shayba, shows the greyness of hair like a fire being ignited, and the man’s head 
covered with this fire, so as to leave no black hair. Both feeble bones and grey hair 
signify old age and the weakness associated with it. It is this weakness that is the 
subject matter of Zachariah’s complaint as he presents his case, and his hopes, to his 
Lord. 


He then makes a clear acknowledgement: “Never, my Lord, has my prayer to You 
remained unanswered.” (Verse 4) He is used to having his prayers answered. He was 
not disappointed when he prayed to Him in his time of strength and vigour. Now in 
his old age and weakness, the need for his prayers to be answered is even more 
pressing. 


Having presented his case, expressed his fears and hopes, he makes his request. 
The point is that he fears that those who will succeed him might not be up to looking 
after his heritage properly. Being one of the major prophets of the Children of Israel, 
Zachariah's heritage involved serving God's cause as well as looking after the people 
of his household. One of those was Mary whose upbringing was entrusted to him. 
She served in the sanctuary which he managed. Again his property, which he 
managed properly and spent on only good purposes, was among his concerns. His 
worry was that those who succeeded him might not follow the course he had 
charted, perhaps because he knew them not to be up to that task. “Now, I fear [what] 
my kinsmen [will do] after I am gone." (Verse 5) 


What added to his worries was the fact that he was childless: “For my wife is 
barren.” (Verse 5) She had given him no child to bring up and prepare as a successor. 
This was his concern. As for his hope, he requested that God grant him a successor 
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who would properly manage and look after the heritage of Jacob’s household, i.e. his 
ancestors: “Bestow, then, upon me, out of Your grace, a successor who will be my heir as 
well as an heir of the House of Jacob.” (Verses 5-6) Zachariah, a God-fearing prophet, 
does not forget to specify what he hopes this successor would be like: “And make him, 
my Lord, one with whom You are pleased.” (Verse 6) He should not be arrogant, 
tyrannical, or greedy. He should be one who is content with what God gives him. 
Such contentedness should furthermore spread a sense of ease and happiness all 
round. 


A Child Is Born Against All Probability 


The moment of truth comes: the prayer is answered, bringing with it God’s grace 
and acceptance. It is the Lord Himself that calls out to His servant from His sublime 
presence: “Zachariah!” He immediately gives him the good news: “We bring you the 
happy news of [the birth of] a son.” (Verse 7) He bestows on him further kindness, by 
choosing for him the name of that son: “Whose name shall be John.” (Verse 7) This is a 
special name, not previously given to anyone: “Never have We given this name to 
anyone before him.” (Verse 7) 


This is but an example of God's grace as it is given in abundance to His servant 
whose secret supplication was passionate, and which clearly expressed his fears and 
hopes. Zachariah's prayer was motivated by fear that his heirs would not be able to 
look after the heritage of the true faith properly. He feared that they would not fulfil 
the trust in a way that earns God's pleasure. Hence, God bestowed on him what 
corresponded to his good intention. 


Zachariah, who was deeply involved in his supplication, passionately expressing 
his desire and urging his case, was suddenly alerted by this speedy answer to his 
prayer. The reality stares him in the face: he is well advanced in years, his bones 
feeble, his hair completely grey, and his wife barren, having given him no child when 
he was in his prime. How is he to have a child of his own? He wants to be reassured 
and to know the means by which God will give him this son: “My Lord! How can I 
have a son when my wife is barren, and I am well advanced in years?" (Verse 8) 


He is facing the reality, as well as God's promise. He certainly trusts that God's 
promise will be fulfilled. He only wants reassurance and to know how, considering 
his circumstances, the fulfilment will take place. That would give him much needed 
reassurance. It is a perfectly normal condition in a situation like that faced by the 
noble and God-fearing prophet, Zachariah. Needless to say, he was only a human 
being who cannot ignore the reality. Hence, he would love to know how God will 
reverse it. 


The answer to all his enquiries is straightforward. It is all perfectly easy for God to 
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accomplish. God reminds him of something that he knows well, namely his own 
bringing into existence. This is something to be considered by every living creature. 
It applies to everything in this universe: “He said: Thus it is. Your Lord says, ‘This is 
easy for Me; even as I had earlier created you when you were nothing.’” (Verse 9) 


With regard to creation, there is nothing to be classified as easy or difficult in as 
far as God is concerned. In all cases of creation, whether it is something large or 
small, trivial or gigantic, the method is the same: it is only a matter of God willing 
that thing to be and it comes into existence. It is God who makes a barren woman 
childless, and an old man unable to procreate. He is certainly able to reverse this 
situation, removing the cause of a woman’s barrenness and renewing a man’s ability 
to cause his wife to conceive. By human standards, this is easier than initiating life in 
the first place. But with God, everything is easy, whether it involves origination or 
rebirth. 


Nevertheless, Zachariah’s eagerness to be reassured motivates him to ask for a 
sign indicating the realization of the happy news he was given. The sign God gave 
him was most fitting to the general atmosphere of his prayer and how it was 
answered. This sign gives him a further way to thank, glorify and praise God for 
giving him a son in his old age. He was to isolate himself from all worldly concerns 
for three days and live in direct contact with God. His speech would be normal when 
he glorified God, but he would not be able to utter a word of normal human speech. 
Yet he would remain in sound health, no illness affecting him. “He replied: Your sign 
will be that for full three nights [and days] you will not speak to people.” (Verse 10) 


This was exactly what took place: “He then came out to his people from the sanctuary 
and signified to them [by gesture] to extol God’s limitless glory by day and by night.” (Verse 
11) He wanted them to live in the same mental condition he was in, to feel God’s 
grace at its most abounding, and to give thanks for the grace He had bestowed on 
Zachariah, and on them. 


John: A Prophet in His Own Right 


The surah now leaves Zachariah in complete silence dealing with other people and 
his glorification and praise of God. As that scene closes, the surah reveals a new one 
in which we see John, the child given to Zachariah, as fully grown. It is his Lord who 
calls out to him from on high: “John! Hold fast to the book with [all your] strength.” 
(Verse 12) This follows the Qur’anic method of highlighting only the most important 
events, portraying images that are full of life and vigour. 


Before we have even a single word about John himself, his account commences 
with an address from on high. It portrays an awesome scene giving us a good idea of 
John’s position. It also shows us how God responded to Zachariah’s prayers when he 
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requested an heir who would fulfil the trust that he himself had been fulfilling, as it 
related both to faith and kin. Thus the first scene in which John is involved is the one 
where he is elected to bear the highest responsibility: “John! Hold fast to the book with 
[all your] strength.” (Verse 12) The book referred to here is the Torah, given to Moses. 
All the Israelite prophets were charged with its preservation and implementation. 
They were also given the task of educating people in the Torah, so that they would 
know what was lawful to them and what was unlawful. John inherited his father 
Zachariah. He is here told to rise to the task and fulfil his trust with all his resolve 
and strength. He must never weaken or slacken. He should never abdicate his 
responsibilities. 


The surah tells us what John was given to equip him for the great tasks he was 
assigned: “We granted him wisdom while he was still a youth, as well as, by Our grace, 
compassion and purity; and he was [always] righteous.” (Verses 12-13) These were indeed 
the qualifications that suited him for his task. They provided great help in the 
fulfilment of his duties. Now let us look closer at these qualifications. 


God granted him wisdom in his youth, which made him unique in his personality, 
as he was unique in his birth and name. Wisdom is normally acquired as one grows 
in years, but in John’s case, God granted him this in his early years. 


God also granted him compassion as a special gift implanted in his very nature. 
He did not have to train or persuade himself to be compassionate. Such compassion 
is necessary for a prophet who takes care of people’s hearts and souls, trying always 
to set them on the course of goodness with ease. 


John was further granted purity and cleanliness of heart and practice. Thus, he 
was able to counter the effects of other people’s hard natures and wickedness and so 
help them grow in purity. 


The other quality that served John well was his righteousness. He keenly sensed 
his close tie with God, and knew that He was not only watching him but with him in 
all situations, public or private. That completes the qualities that John was given to 
qualify him for his task. They were given to him when he was still in his youth, so 
that he could inherit his father, who had appealed to God to give him an heir. 


Thus the account of John is brought to its conclusion with two verses highlighting 
the fact that he was “kind to his parents. Never was he haughty or rebellious. So peace was 
upon him on the day he was born, and on the day of his death, and will be on the day when he 
shall be raised to life again.” (Verses 14-15) As we see in this short passage, the line he 
followed throughout his life was clearly laid out. No further details of the story of 
Zachariah requesting a son, nor of that son John could have provided anything extra in 
as much as the lessons we can draw are concerned. Hence it is brought to a close. 
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Suspending the Law of Procreation 


John's birth, remarkable as it is, is not however the most wonderful that the surah 
tells us about. It has another story to tell, even more remarkable and wonderful. This 
is the birth of Jesus. The surah gives its account of John’s birth first, with its 
remarkable aspect of him being born to a barren mother and a father well advanced 
in years. Jesus, on the other hand, was born to a virgin mother who had had no 
intimate contact with any man in her life. This is indeed far more wonderful and 
remarkable. 


If we leave aside for a moment the creation of man in his present form and in the 
way God tells us of how He created him, the birth of Jesus, son of Mary, should be 
considered the most remarkable event of human history. It is an event that has no 
parallel. 


Man did not witness his own creation, a remarkable event that heralded human 
life. That involved the creation of the first man ever to exist, born of no father and no 
mother. Countless centuries then passed before divine wisdom willed to bring about 
a second most remarkable event. This was the birth of Jesus without a father. In this, 
the event does not follow the pattern that subsequently applied after the creation of 
the first human being. This new birth was witnessed by human beings and remained 
an event of great importance to which people’s attentions were drawn generation 
after generation. Needless to say, the creation of the first human being could not 
have been witnessed by people, as it was this creation that first ushered in human life 
on earth. 


Divine wisdom has determined that life continues through procreation, involving 
the union of a male and a female. This applies to all species without exception. Even 
in the case of species where there are no fully distinguished males and females, every 
creature has male and female cells in its body. This law of procreation continued in 
operation for endless periods of time. People thought it was the only method of 
creation, forgetting the first event that brought man into existence, because that event 
was special, and could not be compared with procreation. 


It was God's will, then, to give them this example of the creation of Jesus, son of 
Mary, to remind people of His free-will and unrestrained power which cannot be 
subject to the laws He sets in operation. Jesus’ birth has not been repeated in history, 
because it is only proper that God’s law should come into operation and be seen with 
all its effects. This single event remains for all time indisputable evidence that God's 
will is always free, unshackled by any factor whatsoever. Hence God says of Jesus: 
“We will make him a sign for mankind.” (Verse 21) 


Because the event was so remarkable and unfamiliar, some people could not 
conceive of how it could happen and could not appreciate the wisdom of publicizing 
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it in this way. Hence, they attributed to Jesus, son of Mary, qualities of divinity, 
inventing tales and superstitions about his birth. They thus fell foul of God’s 
purpose, distorting the pure faith based on God's oneness. 


In this surah, the Qur’an relates how this remarkable event took place, highlighting 
its great significance and showing such tales and superstitions to he absolutely false. 
The surah relates the story in a series of highly emotional scenes, which leave a 
profound effect on anyone who reads them: it is as though he is witnessing the 
events as they take place. 


The Most Remarkable Birth in History 


Relate in the book [the story of] Mary and how she withdrew from her family to a place 
in the east, where she kept herself in seclusion from them. We, then, sent to her Our 
angel, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being. She said: May 
the Most Merciful protect me from you. [Do not come near me] if you fear God.’ ‘I am 
but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, [and have come] to give you a son endowed 
with purity. “She said: ‘How shall I have a child when no man has ever touched me 
and I have never been a loose woman?’ He answered: ‘Thus did your Lord speak: This 
is easy for Me. We will make him a sign for mankind and an act of grace from Us. It is 
a matter [We have] decreed.’ (Verses 16-21) 


This is the first scene: Mary is a young, virgin woman, a saint whose mother 
vowed, when she was still an unborn baby, that she would serve in the temple. No 
one had ever witnessed from her anything other than perfect purity and chastity. In 
fact people associated her with Aaron, the first of the temple’s devout servants. For 
generations, her family were renowned for being God-fearing and a model of piety. 


We see this young woman going off to be alone. The surah does not specify why 
she wanted to be alone, but there must have been something to so require her to be 
by herself, unseen by anyone else. It may have been a very private matter that girls 
normally experience. 


Once she is alone, screened from everyone and assured of complete privacy, she 
receives a great shock. She finds in front of her a man in his prime: “We, then, sent to 
her Our angel, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being.” (Verse 17) 
She is both shocked and shaken, which is only the normal reaction of a chaste virgin. 
Her immediate reaction is to seek God’s protection and to appeal to Him for support. 
She appeals to the man’s sense of fearing God. She reminds him of God so that he 
may be restrained from attempting anything evil. So she says to him: “May the Most 
Merciful protect me from you. [Do not come near me] if you fear God.” (Verse 18) Should 
he be a God-fearing person, he would respond to the mere mention of God's name 
and His attribute of mercy. He would then resist any evil motive and restrain his 
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desire. 


We can visualize this young woman, a pure devout virgin, and what she might 
have gone through in that moment when she was surprised by a young man 
appearing before her in her place of privacy. This was her first shock. 


Yet what answer does she receive? The man tells her something she could never 
have imagined: "'I am but an emissary of your Lord,’ he said, ‘[and have come] to give you a 
son endowed with purity.’” (Verse 19) We can imagine the panic and shock that must 
have overwhelmed Mary when that perfect man, whom she did not yet know to be 
an emissary from her Lord, spoke to her. For all she knew, he might have been an 
assailant playing a trick on her, exploiting her innocence. Yet what he tells her, in the 
privacy of that place, well away from others, is that he wants to give her a child. 
How shocked must Mary have been? We cannot even begin to imagine. That is the 
second great shock for Mary. 


“She said: How shall I have a child when no man has ever touched me and I have never 
been a loose woman?” (Verse 20) Now she speaks frankly and plainly to him. She is all 
alone with him, and the reason why he surprised her is now clear. She does not 
know yet how he will give her a child. Nor does it make matters any easier or less 
worrying for her that he has declared himself to be God’s emissary. Nothing that he 
says about that child, stating that he will be pure and that nothing evil will be 
attached to his birth or moral conduct, is sufficient to reassure her. It is a situation 
where modesty is completely out of place. She must have the matter out and clear at 
once. How, then, could she have a child when she is a virgin, untouched by any 
man? She is not a loose woman about to agree to a sexual act that could produce a 
child. 


Her questioning in this fashion suggests that up to that moment she could not 
conceive of any way by which that person could give her a child except the familiar 
way of sexual contact between a male and a female. This is the natural way, 
according to human perception. 


“He answered: Thus did your Lord speak. That is easy for Me. We will make him a sign for 
mankind and an act of grace from Us.” (Verse 21) This miraculous event that Mary 
cannot even begin to imagine is easy for God to accomplish. His is the power that 
says to anything, ‘Be,’ and it immediately exists. Hence, everything is easy for Him, 
whether it is accomplished according to natural laws that are familiar to man or in 
some other fashion. The angel, who is referred to in this instance as ‘the Spirit’ tells 
her that it is God who says that it is easy for Him, and that He wants this unique and 
remarkable event to be a sign for all mankind, making clear to them His power and 
free, unshackled will. He also wants this child to be a mercy and a blessing to the 
Israelites in the first place and to all humanity thereafter. It is by showing them this 
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miraculous event that they know Him, believe in Him and worship Him, seeking to 
earn His pleasure. 


Thus ends the dialogue between the trusted angel and the Virgin Mary. The surah 
does not mention what happened after that exchange, leaving a gap in the story, 
which frequently happens in the Qur’an. But it does mention that what the angel said 
to Mary about the birth of her son is a matter that has been settled and finalized. "It is 
a matter [We have] decreed." (Verse 21) But how? Nothing is mentioned here by way of 
explanation. 


However, we can refer here to the use of the phrase, Our Spirit, which is 
mentioned in this instance and in another surah. Here it occurs in the verse: “We, then, 
sent to her Our Spirit, who appeared to her in the shape of a well-made human being." (Verse 
17) In the other context, the phrase occurs as follows: “And Mary, daughter of “Imran, 
who guarded her chastity, whereupon We breathed of Our Spirit into her.” (66: 12) 


Now the question arises as to whether the reference in these two surahs is to the 
same thing or not. From our point of view, the references would appear to be 
different on each occasion. In the present surah, Mary, it refers to Gabriel, the Holy 
Spirit, who was God's emissary to Mary. In Surah 66, The Prohibition, it refers to the 
spirit that God breathed into Adam when He created him to make of him a human 
being. He again breathed of it into Mary to bring about her conception. It is this 
divine breathing of the spirit that gives life with all its human characteristics. These 
include the qualities and faculties that enable man to be in contact with the Supreme 
Society, while also giving him his human feelings, intellect, thought, emotions and 
inspiration. In Mary’s case, Gabriel carried this breath of the spirit from God to place 
it into her. We must also add however that we do not know anything about the 
nature of the spirit, neither when it refers to Gabriel himself, nor when it has a 
different connotation. Both belong to the realm which is beyond our perception. We 
simply try to understand the relevant text in the two surahs and consider that the 
usage differs in each case. 


The story then continues, and we are shown the outcome of all this. We see this 
baffled virgin going through something much harder for her: “So she conceived him, 
and retired to a far-off place. And the throes of childbirth drove her to the trunk of a palm-tree. 
[In her anguish] she cried: ‘Would that I had died before this and passed into complete 
oblivion!’” (Verses 22-23) This was the third great shock Mary received. 


How Jesus Was Born 


The surah does not mention how she conceived Jesus or the length of her 
pregnancy. It gives no details about whether it was an ordinary pregnancy, with the 
breathing of spirit into Mary starting the life process within the egg, which then goes 
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through the growth process, with the implantation of the conceived egg that becomes 
a germ-cell then a morsel, to which bones are then added before they are covered 
with flesh. That would mean that the foetus completed its normal period of nine- 
months gestation. All this is possible. Equally possible in this special case is that the 
female egg took a different course so as to reduce the different stages of growth, and 
ensure the development of the foetus so rapidly that the period of pregnancy was 
made much shorter. There is nothing in the text of the surah to indicate either. Hence, 
there is no point in pursuing this avenue further. 


As we read on, we see Mary in a remote place, away from her family and 
community. She is now in a far more terrible situation. Previously, she was up 
against all that her upbringing has instilled in her of moral values; but that was an 
internal struggle with herself. Now she is about to be faced with a public scandal. 
Besides, she was in great physical pain added to her psychological distress. In the 
midst of labour and childbirth she is driven to lean against the trunk of a palm tree. 
She is all alone, a true virgin and suffering the pains of childbirth, not knowing about 
how to cope with the situation and having none to give her even moral support. In 
her anguish she cries: “Would that I had died before this and passed into complete 
oblivion!” (Verse 23) We almost see her face, feel her confusion, and sense her agony 
as she wishes herself into oblivion. 


In the midst of all this anguish, she is confronted with the greatest surprise: 


But [a voice] from below cried out to her: Do not give in to grief. Your Lord has 
provided a brook running beneath you. And if you shake the trunk of the palm tree 
towards you, it will drop you fresh ripe dates. So eat and drink and be happy. Should 
you see any human being, just convey this to him: I have vowed a fast to the Most 
Merciful and will not speak today to any human being.’ (Verses 24-26) 


O God! What is happening here! A child born this very moment crying out to her, 
comforting her and reaffirming her bond with her Lord, directing her as to how to 
obtain food and drink, and providing her with the argument and evidence to use 
when she sees people. 


The first thing the voice says to her is that she must not grieve. “Your Lord has 
provided a brook running beneath you.” (Verse 24) God has not forsaken you. Indeed, 
He has made this brook run at your feet, which most probably started its course at 
that very moment, either from a spring or from a high point nearby. Besides, the 
palm tree against which she leant provided food. She only need to shake it and “it 
will drop you fresh ripe dates.” (Verse 25) Thus she has essential food and water. Sweet 
food is good for a mother who has just delivered her baby. Dates are perhaps the best 
food she could eat. “So eat and drink and be happy.” (Verse 26) All the necessary 
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reassurance is given her. 


Then she is told how to deal with her predicament when she meets other people. 
She need only impart to anyone by signal, not words, that she has made a vow not to 
speak to anyone. She is in full and complete devotion which prevents her from 
answering any questions: “Should you see any human being, just convey this to him: I 
have vowed a fast to the Most Merciful and will not speak today to any human being.” 
(Verse 26) 


We imagine that her surprise lingered long, and that she took a while to take stock 
of her situation and stretch her hand to the trunk of the tree and shake it for her meal 
of dates. But when she fully realized what was happening, she was reassured that 
God would not abandon her. Indeed, He had given her all the proof she needed. He 
gave her a child who spoke from the moment of his birth to explain the miracle that 
had brought him into being. 


As Mary Confronts Her People 


Then we glimpse a highly dramatic scene: “She went to her people carrying the child.” 
(Verse 27) We can easily imagine the great surprise on their faces. Most probably, 
these were her immediate family. They had known their daughter, Mary, to be 
exemplary in her purity. She was indeed a virgin dedicated to worship in the temple; 
but there she was with a baby in her arms. Hence their exclamation: “Mary, you have 
indeed done an amazing thing! Sister of Aaron, your father was not a wicked man, nor was 
your mother a loose woman!” (Verses 27-28) 


They start by reproaching her: “You have done an amazing thing!” It is a wicked, 
most dreadful thing that you have perpetrated. But then their reproach takes a 
different tone, adding sarcasm and ridicule. They call her: ‘Sister of Aaron!” Aaron 
was a prophet who was in charge of the Temple, passing this duty to his offspring. 
Mary was often associated with Aaron because of her exemplary devotion in the 
service of the Temple. How ironic that the girl associated with Aaron’s perfect 
devotion should perpetrate such an enormity: “Your father was not a wicked man, nor 
was your mother a loose woman!” (Verse 28) Such a sin is only committed by loose 
women and prostitutes. 


In her own defence, Mary says nothing other than carrying out what her amazing 
child has instructed her to say: “But she pointed to the child.” (Verse 29) Again we are 
left to imagine their amazement, anger and fury at this young woman, virgin as she 
was, carrying her child openly in her arms, and then refusing to answer their 
questions, only pointing to the child and indicating that they should ask him. “They 
said: How can we talk to a babe in the cradle?” (Verse 29) But then a supernatural event 
occurs again and the baby speaks out: 
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Whereupon he said: I am a servant of God. He has vouchsafed to me revelations and 
made me a prophet, and made me blessed wherever I may be. He has enjoined on me 
prayer and charity as long as I live. He has made me kind to my mother, not haughty 
or bereft of grace. Peace was on me on the day when I was born, and [will be on me] on 
the day of my death and on the day when I shall be raised to life again.’ (Verses 30- 
33) 


Thus Jesus declared his status: a servant of God. He is not God’s son, as some sects 
claim; nor was he divine as claimed by others, nor one of a Trinity constituting one 
God while being three, as claimed by others. He declares that God has made him a 
prophet, which means that he was neither God’s son nor partner. God has blessed 
him and enjoined him to keep his prayers and be charitable throughout his life. 


He is also enjoined to be very kind towards his mother and to show humility to 
his people. This means that he has a limited life duration, he dies and will be 
resurrected. God has bestowed on him peace, security and reassurance on the day of 
his birth, the day of his death and the day of his resurrection. The statement is very 
clear here in respect of the death and resurrection of Jesus. It admits no argument or 
different interpretation. 


The Qur'àn does not add anything beyond painting this scene. It does not tell us 
how the people reacted to this miraculous event. Nor does it inform us what 
happened to Mary and her remarkable son after that. It does not mention anything 
about the time when he became a prophet. It simply says, quoting Jesus: “He has 
vouchsafed to me revelations and made me a prophet.” (Verse 30) The theme here is the 
birth of Jesus. Hence, when the surah has given its account of his birth, culminating in 
that miraculous scene, with Jesus talking to Mary’s family, the scene is drawn to a 
close. This is followed by an emphatic statement of the truth concerning Jesus: 


Such was, in the words of truth, Jesus the son of Mary, about whose nature they still 
dispute. It is not conceivable that God should beget a son. Limitless is He in His glory! 
When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it, Be,’ and it is. God is my Lord and 
your Lord; so worship Him alone. That is a straight path. (Verses 34-36) 


The Full Truth about Jesus 


This is the whole truth about Jesus. It has nothing of the claims advanced by those 
who assign to him a divine nature, or those who make false accusations against his 
mother. What God states here is the complete truth, giving details of his origin and 
birth. There is no room for doubt or argument. It is not for God to take for Himself a 
son. Most sublime is He in His glory. He needs no son, because offspring are only 
needed by mortals, so that their line of existence is continued. Alternatively, 
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offspring are needed by the weak so that they have the support of their children 
against their enemies. But God is immortal, and able to do what He wills, having 
power over all things. All creatures come into existence when He says to them, ‘Be’. 
This means that He accomplishes any purpose of His merely by willing it to take 
place, not by having help from a son or partner. 


Jesus concludes his words by declaring the truth that God is his Lord and the Lord 
of all mankind. Hence, they must worship Him alone, assigning to Him no partners: 
“God is my Lord and your Lord; so worship Him alone. That is a straight path." (Verse 36) 
With this statement made by Jesus himself, and with this account of his birth there is 
no room left for legend or myth in the whole affair. This is the full import of his 
statement and the way it is phrased. 


The surah then refers to the conflicting views and beliefs advanced by various 
groups concerning Jesus, his birth, nature and status. All are highly objectionable as 
compared with the clear and simple truth. 


“Yet are the sects at variance among themselves.” (Verse 37) Constantine, the Roman 
Emperor, held one of three famous synods, attended by 2,170 bishops. They differed 
a great deal about Jesus. Each group expressed a certain view. Some said that he was 
God who descended to earth in person, giving life to whomever He willed and 
caused others to die, before returning to heaven. Some said that he was God’s son, 
while others claimed that he was one of the three entities forming the Godhead: the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. A different group claimed that he was one of 
three deities: God was one, Jesus another and his mother the third. However, another 
group said that Jesus was God’s servant, messenger, spirit and word. Others made 
yet different claims. All in all, no more than 308 agreed on any one view. The 
Emperor decided to support that view, expelling all those who did not agree, and 
persecuting those who opposed it, particularly those who advocated God’s oneness. 


Since such deviant beliefs were established by synods composed of large numbers 
of bishops, the surah warns unbelievers about what happens to those who deviate 
from the faith based on God’s oneness. This warning tells them of a scene that will 
take place on a great and eventful day witnessed by much larger numbers: 


Woe, then, to the unbelievers when a momentous day arrives. How well they will hear 
and see on the day they will appear before Us. Truly the wrongdoers are today in 
evident error. Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress, when everything will have 
been determined while they remain heedless, persisting in unbelief (Verses 37-39) 


Woe to them when they witness a momentous day, referred to here in an 


indefinite mode to impart to it a more awesome air. It is a day witnessed by all 
human beings and jinn, as well as the angels. All shall stand in the presence of God 
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Almighty, to whom the unbelievers ascribe partners. 


The surah then derides them for turning away from all the pointers to the right 
guidance in this present life. On that day theirs will be the sharpest of hearing and 
seeing: “How well they will hear and see on the day they will appear before Us. Truly the 
wrongdoers are today in evident error.” (Verse 38) Their situation is amazing: they do 
not hear or see when hearing and seeing are the means to discern guidance and 
follow it in order to escape doom. Yet they hear and see extremely well when these 
faculties are used to stress their humiliation. They will be made to hear what they 
dislike and see what they are wont to avoid. 


“Hence, warn them of the Day of Distress.” (Verse 39) That is a day when distress will 
be at its most acute, when distress will be a quality of the day itself. They need to be 
warned, because such distress is of no use to anyone: “When everything will have been 
determined while they remain heedless, persisting in unbelief” (Verse 39) It is as though the 
day is directly linked to their unbelief and heedlessness. 


God’s Messenger is commanded to warn people against that day, which will 
come, no doubt. For, everything and everyone on earth shall return to God, like 
inheritance that reverts to the Only Heir: “We alone shall remain after the earth and all 
who live on it have passed away. To Us they shall all return.” (Verse 40) 
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A Long Line of Prophets 


Mention in the Book Abraham. He certainly 
was a man of truth and a prophet. (41) 


He said to his father: My father! Why do you 
worship something that neither hears nor sees and 
can be of no avail whatever to you? (42) 


My father! There has come to me knowledge 
whith you do not have. Follow me, and I shall 
guide you along a straight path. (43) 


My father! Do not worship Satan, for Satan has 
indeed rebelled against [God] the Most Merciful. 
(44) 


My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon 
you from the Most Meraful, and then you will 
become one of Satan’s friends.’ (45) 


He answered: ‘Are you renouncing my gods, 
Abraham? If you do not desist, I shall most 
certainly have you stoned. Now begone from me 
Jr good" (46) 
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Abraham replied: Peace be on you. I shall pray 


to my Lord to forgive you, for He has always ben 
very kind to me. (47) 


But I shall nithdraw from you all and from 
whatever you invoke instead of God, and I shall 
pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer to 
my Lord I shall not be unbkest.’ (48) 


When he had withdrawn from them and from all 
that they were worshipping instead of God, We 
bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, each of whom 


We made a prophet. (49) 


We bestowed on them of Our mercy and We 
granted them the high honour of [conveying] the 
truth. (50) 


And mention in the Book Moses, who was a 


chosen one, a messenger of God and a prophet. 
61) 


We called out to him from the night side of 
Mount Sinai and drew lim near [to Us) in 
mystic communion. (52) 


We gave him, out of Our grace, his brother 
Aaron, to be a prophet. (53) 
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And mention in the Book Ishmael who was 
abvays true to his promise, and was a messenger 


of God, a prophet. (54) 


He used to enjoin on his people prayer and 
charity, and his Lord was well pleased with bum. 
(55) 


And mention in the Book Idris, who was a man 


of truth, a prophet. (56) 


We raised him to a lofty station. (57) 


These were some of the prophets upon whom God 
bestowed His blessings — of the seed of Adam, 
and of those whom We carried in the ark with 
Noah, and of the seed of Abraham and Israel, 
and of those whom We had guided and chosen. 
When the revelations of [God] the Most Merciful 
were reated to them they fell down prostrating 
themselves [before Him] and weeping. (58) 


They were succeeded by generations who neglected 
ther prayers and followed only their lusts; and 
these will, in time, meet with utter disillusion. 
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(59) 


Exvepred, however, shall be those who repent, 
believe and do righteous deeds. These will enter the 
Garden and will not be wronged in any way: 
(60) 


the gardens of Eden which [God] the Most 
Merciful has promised to His servants, in the 
realm that hes beyond the reach of human 
perception. Indeed, His promise is certain of 
jubfilment. (61) 


There they will hear no idle talk, but only the 
voice of peace. And their sustenance shall be given 
them there morning and evening, (62) 


Such is the paradise which We shall give the 
righteous among Our servants to inherit. (63) 


We descend only by the command of your Lord. 
To Him belongs all that ts before us and all that 
is hidden from us and all that is in between. 
Never does your Lord forget anything. (64) 


He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and 
all that às between them. Worship Him alone, 
then, and remain steadfast in His worship. Do 
you know any whose name is worthy to be 


mentioned side by side with His? (65) 
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A Son’s Passionate Appeal 
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The account given in this surah of the birth of Jesus is concluded with a statement 
showing the fallacy and singularity of the myth making Jesus God’s son. This is a 
fabrication upheld by some Christians in their distorted beliefs. The surah now gives 
an account of part of Abraham’s story, demonstrating the singularity and fallacy of 
pagan beliefs. Abraham is the great ancestor from whom the Arabs claim to descend. 
In fact the pagan Arabs claimed the custodianship of the Ka (bah, built by Abraham 
and his son, Ishmael. 


In this account, Abraham's contented, patient and gentle character is shown in 
sharp relief. We see these aspects of his character in his approach and language. They 
are also clearly apparent in his behaviour and how he responds to his father’s 
overbearing attitude. We also feel how God has bestowed His grace on Abraham, 
compensating him for his father and people, all unbelievers, with goodly offspring 
that beget a whole nation which has its generous share of prophets and saintly 
divines. Yet these are followed by generations who neglected prayers and deviated 
from the path shown them by Abraham to pursue their desires. Those were the 
unbelievers. 


God describes Abraham in the Qur’an as being ‘a man of truth and a prophet’. The 
Arabic word, siddiq, translated here as ‘a man of truth’ has a wider sense than merely 
being truthful. It connotes that he was always truthful and a firm believer in the 
truth. Both qualities fit well with his character: 


Mention in the Book Abraham. He certainly was a man of truth and a prophet. He 
said to his father: My father! Why do you worship something that neither hears nor 
sees and can be of no avail whatever to you? My father! There has come to me 
knowledge which you do not have. Follow me, and I shall guide you along a straight 
path. My father! Do not worship Satan, fir Satan has indeed rebelled against [God] the 
Most Merciful. My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon you from the Most 
Merciful, and then you will become one of Satan's friends.” (Verses 41-45) 


It is with such a passionate appeal that Abraham addresses his father, trying to 
guide him to the goodness God had taught him and to which He had directed him. 
His appeal is an endearing one, stressing his position as a loving son. He asks him: 
“Why do you worship something that neither hears nor sees and can be of no avail whatever 
to you?” (Verse 42) The normal practice is that people address their worship to 
someone who is more exalted, knowledgeable and stronger than man. Indeed 
worship is always presented to someone exalted above man’s position. How is it, 
then, that in this case it is presented to something below the level of man, and indeed 
below the level of animals; something that does not hear or see anything and can 
cause no benefit or harm. This was the case of Abraham's father and community. 
They worshipped idols, just like the Arabs of the Quraysh who opposed Islam. 
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This is the first point in Abraham's appeal to his father. He follows it with a 
statement that he does not make this claim at his own behest. Rather, he makes it on 
the basis of true knowledge that has been vouchsafed to him by God to set him on 
the path of true guidance. He was certainly younger and less experienced than his 
father, but what had been bestowed on him from on high gave him a clear 
recognition of the truth. Hence he gives his advice to his father who had not received 
such knowledge. He wanted his father to follow suit so that he would be on the road 
of truth: “My father! There has come to me knowledge which you do not have. Follow me, 
and I shall guide you along a straight path.” (Verse 43) 


There is nothing wrong with a father following his son when this son has a direct 
recourse to a higher source able to give true guidance. In this case, the son is the one 
who follows the right way, leading only to what is good. 


Having shown his father the fallacy of idol worship and outlined the source of 
guidance he received, which is the cornerstone of his appeal to his father, Abraham 
makes it clear that the way followed by his father is that of Satan. His own aim is to 
guide his father to the way acceptable to God, the Most Merciful. He fears that his 
father may incur God’s anger and thus become a close friend of Satan: 


My father! Do not worship Satan, for Satan has indeed rebelled against [God] the 
Most Merciful. My father! I dread lest a scourge will fall upon you from the Most 
Merciful, and then you will become one of Satan's friends. (Verses 44-45) 


It is Satan who tempts people to worship idols. This means that whoever worships 
idols is in the same position as one who worships the devil himself. Satan, it must not 
be forgotten, is a rebel who disobeys God in every way. Abraham warns his father 
against incurring God’s displeasure. For if he does, he will become Satan’s friend and 
follower and so liable to God’s punishment. This shows clearly that when God 
guides a servant of His to obey Him, that in itself is a blessing, while befriending 
Satan is a scourge leading to God’s punishment and a position of utter ruin on the 
Day of Judgement. 


Insolent Answer to a Compassionate Appeal 


Abraham's appeal, made in the most compassionate language, cannot however 
find its way to his father's hardened heart. The father retorts with rejection and 
threats: 


Are you renouncing my gods, Abraham? If you do not desist, I shall most certainly 
have you stoned. Now begone from me for good! (Verse 46) 
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His father’s answer was harsh, arrogant and threatening. He considered 
Abrahams rejection of idols to be impertinent. It was a crime for which Abraham 
deserved a cruel punishment: i.e. death by stoning. Hence, he advised him to stay 
away, or else punishment would be forthcoming. 


It is with such ignorance and cruelty that the father replies to the son’s passionate 
and polite appeal. No regard is given for the son’s care and concern for his father. 
This is indeed the pattern of response that advocates of faith receive from those who 
are hardened by disbelief and lack of guidance. 


Abraham, however, does not allow anger to dictate his attitude. He does not lose 
sight of his dutifulness to his father. Hence, he continues to address him with respect 
and compassion: 


Abraham replied: Peace be on you. I shall pray to my Lord to forgive you; for He has 
always been very kind to me. But I shall withdraw from you all and from whatever 
you invoke instead of God, and I shall pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer 
to my Lord I shall not be unblest. (Verses 47-48) 


Abraham makes it clear that he will not respond to the threat, nor will he indulge 
in futile argument. He promises his father to pray to God to forgive him and not to 
punish him by allowing him to go further astray. He will pray to God to have mercy 
on his father and guide him to the truth. He tells him that he is used to God's 
generous favours, as He answers his prayers. Then he adds that if his own presence 
and appeal irritate his father, then he will withdraw, leave his father and people, 
abandoning the deities they invoke instead of God. He will only worship God alone, 
hoping that by doing so he will avoid being unblest. Such is a believer's politeness 
and humility. Abraham does not feel that he is deserving of favours from God more 
than being spared misery, unhappiness and withdrawal of blessings. 


Thus Abraham left his father, his community and homeland, as well as their idols 
and worship practices. God, however, blessed him with offspring and gave him what 
was better than that which he had sacrificed. 


When he had withdrawn from them and from all that they were worshipping instead 
of God, We bestowed on him Isaac and Jacob, each of whom We made a prophet. We 
bestowed on them of Our mercy and We granted them the high honour of [conveying! 
the truth. (Verses 49-50) 


Isaac was Abraham’s son, born to him by his wife Sarah who, prior to his birth, 
was childless. Jacob was Isaac’s son, but he is mentioned here as though he were 
Abraham’s own son, because he was born during his grandfather’s lifetime, growing 
up under his care. Thus, he was close to his grandfather, just as though he were his 
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own son. He learnt faith from him directly and he taught it to his own children. Both 
Isaac and Jacob were prophets. 


“We bestowed on them of Our mercy.” (Verse 50) This is a reference to Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, as well as to their offspring. They were all recipients of God's mercy, 
which is mentioned here as the most bounteous gift granted by God in the general 
ambience of the surah. Furthermore, it was the quality of God's bounty that 
compensated Abraham for the loss of his people and homeland, giving him 
reassurance in his new solitary environment. “We granted them the high honour of 
[conveying! the truth.” (Verse 50) They were truthful in their mission, enjoying trust 
and honour among their people. Their word was listened to and received well. 


The surah moves on, speaking about the same branch of Abraham’s seed and 
reminding us of Moses and Aaron: “And mention in the Book Moses, who was a chosen 
one, a messenger of God and a prophet. We called out to him from the right side of Mount 
Sinai and drew him near [to Us] in mystic communion. We gave him, out of Our grace, his 
brother Aaron, to be a prophet.” (Verses 51-53) 


Moses is described here as one who was chosen for the task of dedication to God’s 
call. He is identified as a prophet who is entrusted with a message that he must 
deliver to people. A prophet is not given the same task. He is an advocate of faith 
which he receives from God directly. Among the Children of Israel there were many 
prophets who were given the task of advocating the message delivered by Moses and 
judging among people according to the Torah revealed to him by God: “Indeed, it is 
We who revealed the Torah, containing guidance and light. By it did the prophets, who had 
surrendered themselves to God, judge among the Jews, and so did the divines and the rabbis: 
[they gave judgement] in accordance with what had been entrusted to their care of God’s Book 
and to which they themselves were witnesses.” (5: 44) 


The grace granted to Moses is highlighted as he was called out from the right side 
of Mount Sinai. [That was the right side of Moses as he stood at that moment facing 
the Mount.] He was drawn so close as to be spoken to in communion. We do not 
know how this communication took place, or how Moses understood it. Was it a 
voice heard by Moses through his ears in the normal way, or was it an address 
received by his whole being. Nor do we know how God prepared Moses to receive 
His own words. But we believe that all this took place. It is simply very easy for God 
to accomplish it, bringing His servant into communion with Him while at the same 
time retaining his humanity. We must not forget that man acquired his status with 
the breathing in of God's spirit into him.$ 


The surah mentions how God bestowed His mercy on Moses by giving him the 


‘ For further discussion on the Kalam attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur'an.’ 
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support of Aaron, his brother, whom God also made a prophet. It was Moses who 
requested this help and God granted it: “My brother Aaron is far better in speech than I 
am. Send him, therefore, as a helper, so that he might bear witness to my speaking the truth; 
for I fear indeed that they will accuse me of lying.” (28: 34) Indeed, throughout the surah 
there is an unmistakeable air of divine mercy. 


More Prophets 


Now the surah refers to the other branch of Abraham’s seed, bringing in Ishmael, 
the father of the Arabs, for special mention: 


And mention in the Book Ishmael who was always true to his promise, and was a 
messenger of God, a prophet. He used to enjoin on his people prayer and charity, and 
his Lord was well pleased with him. (Verses 54-55) 


The surah highlights a special quality of Ishmael’s, which was his being true to his 
promise. This is a characteristic common to all prophets and all God-fearing men and 
women. The fact that it is highlighted here suggests that in Ishmael's case it must 
have had very special significance. Moreover, Ishmael is given the status of 
messenger of God, which means that he preached God's message to the Arabs of old. 
Indeed he was their highest grandfather. We know that even shortly before the 
advent of the message of the Prophet Muhammad, there were some individual Arabs 
who believed in one God. Most probably they were the last remnants of Ishmael's 
followers. 


The surah also mentions that the fundamentals of his faith included prayer and 
zakat, which he ordered his family and his people to observe. Moreover, the surah 
leaves us in no doubt that Ishmael earned God's pleasure, which imparts a sense of 
contentment and satisfaction to anyone. This contentment is another aspect that 
permeates the whole surah, in the same way as mercy. In fact the two aspects of 
mercy and contentment are mutually related. 


The last prophet to be mentioned in this surah is Idris: “And mention in the Book 
Idris, who was a man of truth, a prophet. We raised him to a lofty station.” (Verses 56-57) 
We have no way of determining during which period of history Idris lived. Most 
probably he was ahead of Abraham. He was not one of the Jewish prophets. There is 
no mention of him in the Jewish books. The Qur’an describes him as a man of truth 
and a prophet. It records the fact that God granted him honour and made him 
worthy of praise, elevating him to a lofty position. 


There is a view we would like to mention here without suggesting whether it is 
true or false. Some Egyptologists suggest that Idris is an Arabicized form of Osiris in 
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the same way as Yohanna is Arabicized as Yahya, and Eliesha as Al-Yasa*. We know 
that around Osiris many a legend has been woven. It is said that old Egyptians 
believed that he was elevated to heaven where he was established on a throne. 
Whoever, after death, is found to have to his credit more good deeds in this life than 
bad ones will join Osiris who has become an Egyptian deity. He is also said to have 
taught the Egyptians all that they knew before he was elevated to heaven. 


Be that as it may, we confine ourselves to what the Qur'an states about Idris, 
without indulging in speculation. We only say that it is more probable that he lived 
before the time of Abraham. 


The surah mentions all these prophets in order to compare them, a group of God- 
fearing believers, with later generations of pagan Arabs and unbelieving Israelites. 
The gulf separating the two is vast. There is nothing to bring the newcomers close to 
their ancestors. 


These were some of the prophets upon whom God bestowed His blessings — of the seed 
of Adam, and of those whom We carried in the ark with Noah, and of the seed of 
Abraham and Israel, and of those whom We had guided and chosen. When the 
revelations of [God] the Most Merciful were recited to them they fell down prostrating 
themselves [before Him] and weeping. They were succeeded by generations who 
neglected their prayers and followed only their lusts; and these will, in time, meet with 
utter disillusion. (Verses 58-59) 


In this scene of the role of prophethood in human history, we see only the main 
features delineated: of the seed of Adam,’ and of those whom We carried in the ark with 
Noah,’ and also ‘of the seed of Abraham and Israel." Adam's seed includes all, and Noah 
refers to all who came after him, while Abraham combines the two major branches of 
prophethood: Jacob as the head of the Israelite tree and Ishmael to whom the Arabs 
belong and from among whom came the last of all prophets. 


Those prophets together with those from among their offspring whom God 
guided and chose of pious people share a main quality in common: “When the 
revelations of [God] the Most Merciful were recited to them they fell down prostrating 
themselves [before Him] and weeping.” (Verse 58) They are truly God-fearing, very 
sensitive to what pleases or displeases God. They shudder when His revelations are 
recited. This sensation is so strong that they cannot express their inner feelings in 
words. Their eyes are tearful and they fall down prostrating themselves before God 
and weep. 


Yet such highly God-fearing people are succeeded by generations that are distant 
from God, by people who neglect their prayer and deny it as a duty incumbent on 
them. Instead, they follow only their lusts and indulge in every loose activity. The 
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difference is so clear and the contrast complete. 


The surah warns those who turned away from the path followed by their God- 
fearing forefathers, and shows them that they are bound to lose their way and end in 
ruin. Indeed, their end looms large: “These will, in time, meet with utter disillusion.” 
(Verse 59) Disillusion will lead them into error, and error will take them to utter 
destruction. 


God's Door Remains Open 


The surah makes it clear that the door remains wide open for all who wish to 
repent and mend their ways. Through that door comes the scent of God's mercy and 
the aura of abounding grace: 


Excepted, however, shall be those who repent, believe and do righteous deeds. These 
will enter the Garden and will not be wronged in any way: the gardens of Eden which 
[God] the Most Merciful has promised to His servants, in the realm that lies beyond 
the reach of human perception. Indeed, His promise ts certain of fulfilment. There they 
will hear no idle talk, but only the voice of peace. And their sustenance shall be given 
them there morning and evening. Such is the paradise which We shall give the 
righteous among Our servants to inherit. (Verses 60-63) 


Repentance that initiates a sincere acceptance of the divine faith and good works, 
thus making its positive significance a clear reality, ensures escape from that ruinous 
fate. Those who resort to such repentance will not end up in disillusion, but will 
rather go to heaven, where they are subjected to no wrong. They go there for 
permanent abode. God has promised entry into this garden to His servants and they 
believed in it before they could ever see it, because God's promise always comes true. 


The surah then draws an image of heaven and its dwellers: “There they will hear no 
idle talk, but only the voice of peace.” (Verse 62) Their talk is free of idle remarks, loud 
noise, futile argument. It is a conversation when only one type of voice is heard. It is 
the type that fits in with this pleasant atmosphere, full of contentment. That is the 
voice of peace. Provisions are certain to come in this heaven, without the need for 
hard work, worry or anxiety. They will never be exhausted: “Their sustenance shall be 
given them there morning and evening.” (Verse 62) In such a blissful atmosphere, 
requests, demands and worries are out of place. 


"Such is the paradise which We shall give the righteous among Our servants to inherit." 
(Verse 63) Anyone who wishes to share in this inheritance is aware of the way to 
ensure it: repentance, firm belief and good works. Descent and ancestry are of no 
avail. Certain people descended from those God-fearing prophets and the goodly 
people who followed divine guidance and whom God selected for honour, but their 
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descendants neglected their prayers and followed their own wanton desires. Their 
descent benefited them nothing. They are certain to end in disillusion. 


God's Absolute Lordship 


This passage of the surah ends with a declaration of God’s total Lordship of the 
universe. Hence, people are directed to worship Him alone and to bear with patience 
the hard tasks involved. Furthermore, the possibility of anyone having something in 
common with God is absolutely negated. 


We descend only by the command of your Lord. To Him belongs all that is before us 
and all that is hidden from us and all that is in between. Never does your Lord forget 
anything. He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them. 
Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship. Do you know any 
whose name is worthy to be mentioned side by side with His? (Verses 64-65) 


Reports are unanimous that the angel Gabriel was ordered to say the first 
statement to the Prophet: “We descend only by the command of your Lord.” (Verse 64) 
This was in reply to the Prophet when he felt that revelation was slow in coming. In 
fact Gabriel had not come to see him for some time, and he experienced a feeling of 
loneliness, keenly missing the angel whom he loved. Gabriel was then ordered by 
God to tell him: “We descend only by the command of your Lord.” He conducts all our 
affairs: “To Him belongs all that is before us and all that is hidden from us and all that is in 
between.” (Verse 64) He forgets nothing. Revelations are bestowed when He in His 
wisdom wills that they be bestowed. 


The verse ends with the statement: “Never does your Lord forget anything.” (Verse 
64) It is fitting that this comment should be followed with the injunction to worship 
God alone and remain steadfast, declaring at the same time His Lordship over all 
things: “He is the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all that is between them.” (Verse 65) 
No one else has any share in this Lordship. 


“Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship.” (Verse 65) Worship 
Him and persevere in shouldering the responsibilities that such worship entails. 
These include the responsibility of attaining the high standard that allows one to 
present oneself before Him and of maintaining this high standard. Worship Him 
alone and mobilize all your abilities and potential for meeting Him and for learning 
from that sublime source. This is a hard task, requiring one to free oneself of all 
restrictions and responsibilities, activities and distractions. Yet this task is coupled 
with a pleasure that cannot be fully appreciated except by those who have 
experienced it. Yet the pleasure cannot be gained except by those who rise to the task 
and fulfil it with the determination it deserves. Dedication is the key word here, and 
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without dedication, the pleasure will not be forthcoming, nor the results one hopes 
for. 


“Worship Him alone, then, and remain steadfast in His worship,” remembering that 
worship in Islam does not denote merely the rituals of worship. It includes all 
activities, feelings, intentions and thoughts. It is hard to direct all these towards 
heaven and make their aim the winning of God’s pleasure. As it is hard, it requires 
perseverance. It requires that one directs every human activity on earth to pleasing 
God, ensuring that it remains free of all restrictions, temptations and desires. 


Thus we see how Islam is truly a comprehensive system for life. When man 
implements this system, feeling that whatever he does, large or small, is meant as 
worship of God, he rises to the pure and enlightened level of worship. Such a system 
requires, for its proper fulfilment, perseverance and endurance at the time of 
suffering. 


The command is given to us all that we must “worship Him alone.” He is the only 
One in the universe who deserves to be the recipient of our worship. The passage 
concludes with the rhetorical question: “Do you know any whose name is worthy to be 
mentioned side by side with His?” (Verse 65) This question also asks whether we know 
any equal to God. Supreme is He above all things! 
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When Our revelations are recited to them in all 
ther clarity, the unbehevers say to those who 
believe: Which of the two sides has a better 
position and a superior community?’ (73) 


How many a generation have We destroyed 
before their time, who were superior in material 


niches and in splendour. (74) 


Say: As for those who lve in error, may the Most 
Merciful lengthen their span of hfe! But when 
they see the fulfilment of that of which they have 
been forewarned, be it suffering or the Last Hour, 
they wil realize who is worst in position and 
weaker in forces. (15) 


God advances in guidance those who seek His 
guidance. Good deeds of lasting ment are, in your 
Lord's sight, worthy of greater recompense, and 
yield far better returns. (76) 


Have you ever considered [the case of] the one who 
denies Our signs and boasts: T shall surely be 
Liven wealth and children! (TT) 


Has he, perchance, attained to a realm which as 
beyond the reach of a created being’s perception? 
Or has he concluded a covenant with the Most 
Menzful? (18) 


By no means! We shall record what he says, and 
We shall long extend his suffering, (79) 
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and We shall divest him of all that he is now 
speaking of, and he shall appear before Us all 
alone. (80) 


They have taken to worshipping deities other than 
God, hoping that they will give them power and 


Zory. (81) 


By no means! They will renounce ther worship 
and turn against them. (82) 


Have you not seen how We let loose satanic 
forces upon the unbehevers to repeatedly mate 
them to evil? (83) 


So, be not in haste: We only allow them a fixed 
number of days. (84) 


The day [will surely come] when We shall gather 
the God-fearing before [God] the Most Merciful, 
as honoured guests, (85) 


and drive those who are lost in sin to hell as a 
thirsty herd. (86) 


None will have power to intercede for them except 
one who has received permission from [God] the 
Most Merciful. (ST) 


They say: The Most Merajul bas taken to 
Himself a son! (88) 


Indeed you have said a most monstrous falsehood, 
(89) 


at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, 
and the earth be split asunder, and the mountains 
fall down in ruins! (90) 
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Overview 


So far the surah has given us accounts of a number of prophets, including 
Zachariah and the birth of John, his son, Mary and the birth of Jesus, Abraham and 
his split from his community and their false deities. We have also heard about the 
generations that followed them, and whether they lived in accordance with the 
guidance God gave them or they fell into error. The surah comments on these 
accounts declaring that Lordship belongs solely to God, who alone deserves to be 
worshipped, without partners. This is the essential truth that these histories of earlier 
prophets bring out in full relief. 
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Now we look at this final passage which discusses the pagan beliefs that ascribe 
divinity to other beings beside God and deny resurrection. It portrays a number of 
scenes of the Day of Judgement and people’s different destinies. These are drawn 
very vividly, full of action, incorporating the reactions of the whole universe, 
whether the heavens, earth, human beings, jinn, believers or unbelievers. The surah 
alternates scenes of the Day of Judgement with scenes of this life, so as to establish a 
real link between the two lives. Thus, our beginnings are shown to take place in this 
world and we see the results in the life to come, as though the gulf between them is 
covered in a few short verses, or even a few words. This gives us the sense that the 
two worlds are interlinked. 


The Reality of Resurrection 


The passage begins with a scene in which man is shown to be astonished about the 
reality of resurrection. “‘What!” says man, ‘When I am once dead, shall I be raised up 
alive?'" (Verse 66) The first point here is that this surprise is attributed to mankind in 
general. In fact, this same comment was expressed by many peoples during different 
periods of history. Hence, it is only normal that it should be attributed to the human 
kind in general. The surprise, or the objection results from man being oblivious of 
how he came into being. Where and what was he before entering this life? The fact is 
that he had no existence and then he began to exist. Had man remembered this fact, 
it would have been easier for him to visualize his return to life after death. Hence, the 
answer comes in the form of a rhetorical question: “Does not man remember that We 
earlier created him, when he was nothing?” (Verse 67) 


This denial of the truth of resurrection is followed by an oath implying a stern 
warning. God, in His glory, swears by Himself, which makes this the most solemn 
and serious oath, that they will all be resurrected and gathered together. This is, then, 
a forgone conclusion: “By your Lord, We shall most certainly bring them forth.” (Verse 
68) But they will not be alone. They will be driven “together with the evil ones.” (Verse 
68) This shows them to be one category with the evil ones who always incite them to 
deny the truth of faith. Thus the two groups are leaders and followers. 


At this point, a vivid picture is drawn showing them sitting on their knees around 
hell, in total misery and humiliation: “Then We shall most certainly gather them, on their 
knees, around hell.” (Verse 68) It is a fearsome scene, with multitudes upon multitudes 
of people brought together to the vicinity of hell and made to sit on their knees 
around it, suffering its heat and watching its fierce fire burn. They expect to be 
thrown into it at any time. They, thus, feel their misery to be compounded with 
humiliation. 


The humiliation is even worse in the case of those who are proud and arrogant in 
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this life. Hence, this image is followed with one in which we see the most hardened 
of these evil-doers being pulled and dragged towards it: “Thereupon We shall drag out 
from every group those who had been most obstinate in their rebellion against the Most 
Merciful.” (Verse 69) The sound here is stressed heavily, so that it gives an even more 
graphic and lifelike picture of how they are dragged out. Although the next image is 
left to our imagination, we nonetheless see them being thrown into hell. 


God certainly knows best which people are more deserving of punishment in hell. 
No one is taken at random, or by chance from that huge multitude. It is God who has 
brought them here and He knows them all, one by one. He knows what each and 
every one of them deserves: “For, indeed, We know best who most deserve to be burnt in 
the fire of hell.” (Verse 70) Those, then, are the ones who will be chosen first for the 
fire. 


The believers witness this fearful scene as they too are brought near to it: “There is 
not one among you who shall not pass over it: this is, for your Lord, a decree that must be 
fulfilled.” (Verse 71) They arrive there, look at hell as it burns fiercely, asking for more 
feed. They also see the tyrants and the hardened sinners as they are made to enter 
into it. The believers, however, have a different end: “But We shall save those who are 
God-fearing, and leave the wrongdoers there, on their knees.” (Verse 72) 


What Gives Better Returns 


Now the surah leaves with us this scene of the Day of Judgement to paint an image 
of this world in which the unbelievers are shown behaving arrogantly towards the 
believers, branding them as poor and weak, and boasting about their own wealth 
and petty social values. 


“When Our revelations are recited to them in all their clarity, the unbelievers say to those 
who believe: ‘Which of the two sides has a better position and a superior community?” (Verse 
73) These people have their own social clubs demonstrating all the material values 
which the wealthy and powerful are keen to emphasize in their corrupt world. By 
contrast, we see humble gatherings where there are no such material riches or 
adornments. Instead, there are only the values of faith which unite people in these 
other groups. The two are juxtaposed so as to fully demonstrate their contrast. 


The first side stands out with its wide variety of temptations: wealth, beauty, 
power and influence. It uses all these to serve people’s interests, and provide them 
with all manner of pleasures. The second side appears too humble by comparison, 
yet it looks with disdain at wealth and beauty and it ridicules power and influence. It 
calls on people to join its ranks, without offering them any personal gain, material 
interest or favours that rulers and governments can provide. It simply offers them 
the faith, pure and simple, without adding to it any adornment. It seeks strength 
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through being on God’s side, nothing else. In fact, it makes clear to mankind that 
accepting it will involve hardship, effort and struggle. Also clear is the fact that none 
will be rewarded for anything in this life. The reward to be expected will be in the 
form of being close to God, enjoying His pleasure in the life to come. 


The elders of the Quraysh at the time of the Prophet used to listen to God's 
revelations being recited to them, but then they would say to the believers who 
lacked all riches: "Which of the two sides has a better position and a superior community?" 
(Verse 73) Which side: the elders who denied Muhammad's message, or the humble 
who responded to him? Al-Nadr ibn al-Harith, ‘Amr ibn Hisham, al-Walid ibn al- 
Mughirah and their powerful clique, or Bilal, “Ammar, Khabbab and their brothers, 
poor and deprived as they were? Had the message preached by Muhammad been 
any good, would his followers be those who had no power or influence in the 
Quraysh society? Would they have met in a humble place like al-Arqam's house? 
Would his opponents be those who enjoyed all the luxuries and social prominence? 


Such is worldly logic, advanced by those who have no aspiration to any truly high 
horizon. It is divine wisdom that keeps faith free of all adornment and superficial 
attraction, offering no temptation. Thus, only those who take it for its real value, 
without hope of immediate gain, will accept it. By contrast, those who are after 
wealth, worldly interests, pleasures and the like will turn away from it. 


The surah comments on the boasts of those arrogant unbelievers, speaking proudly 
about what they enjoy in this life of pleasures and luxuries. The comment draws their 
attention to how earlier peoples were destroyed, despite the great riches they 
enjoyed: “How many a generation have We destroyed before their time, who were superior in 
material riches and in splendour.” (Verse 74) They benefited nothing by all their 
splendour, nor were their material privileges of any avail to them when God visited 
His punishment upon them. 


Human beings always forget! Had they remembered and reflected, they would 
not have been deceived by appearances. The end suffered by one generation after 
another of the unbelievers of old should serve as a clear warning but people remain 
heedless. They continue to ignore the destiny awaiting them, should they follow in 
the footsteps of those who preceded them. After all, those earlier unbelievers were of 
greater strength and enjoyed larger followings and more wealth. 


The surah then instructs the Prophet to pray against them in the form of a joint 
appeal to God to add to the misery to be suffered by the side which persisted in 
error. This is to continue until God fulfils His promise either in this life or in the life 
to come: 


Say: As for those who live in error, may the Most Merciful lengthen their span of life!’ 
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But when they see the fulfilment of that of which they have been forewarned, be it 
suffering or the Last Hour, they will realize who is worst in position and weaker in 
forces. God advances in guidance those who seek His guidance. Good deeds of lasting 
merit are, in your Lord's sight, worthy of greater recompense, and yield far better 
returns. (Verses 75-76) 


They claim that they follow better and superior guidance to that advocated by 
Muhammad and his followers, and their evidence is their wealth and luxuries. Be 
that as it may! Muhammad will appeal to his Lord to give increase to each side: the 
one in error and the one following right guidance. Then when what Muhammad 
promises comes to pass, which is the triumph of the believers over those in error, or 
the final punishment they receive on the Day of Judgement, they will realize which 
of the two sides is worse in position, weaker in forces. On that day, the believers will 
rejoice and feel their superiority: “God advances in guidance those who seek His guidance. 
Good deeds of lasting merit are, in your Lord's sight, worthy of greater recompense, and yield 
far better returns." (Verse 76) This is certainly better than all that in which human 
beings find pleasure and enjoyment. 


A Promise Coming True 


The surah then picks up on another type of boast and decries it also: 


Have you ever considered [the case of] the one who denies Our signs and boasts: 'I 
shall surely be given wealth and children!’ Has he, perchance, attained to a realm 
which is beyond the reach of a created being’s perception? Or has he concluded a 
covenant with the Most Merciful? By no means! We shall record what he says, and 
We shall long extend his suffering, and We shall divest him of all that he is now 
speaking of and he shall appear before Us all alone. (Verses 77-80) 


The immediate cause of the revelation of these verses is reported by Khabbab ibn 
al-Aratt who said: “I was an ironmonger, and I had money due to be paid to me by 
al--As ibn Wa’il. I went to him to demand payment. He said, ‘By God! I am not going 
to repay you until you reject Muhammad and his message.’ I said, ‘I shall not reject 
Muhammad until you have died and been resurrected.’ He said to me, ‘Well! Wait 
then. For, when I have been resurrected after my death, I will have wealth and 
children. You can come to me then and I will pay you what I owe you.’ God then 
revealed these verses.” 


Al-As's words serve merely as an example of the ridicule with which the 
unbelievers responded to the call of Islam and their derision of the whole concept of 
resurrection. The Qur'àn highlights the singularity of his claims: “Has he, perchance, 
attained to a realm which is beyond the reach of a created being's perception?" (Verse 78) 
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That would be a good source of information, giving him knowledge of what may 
happen in that world. “Or has he concluded a covenant with the Most Merciful?” (Verse 
78) In such a case, he would be certain that God’s covenant will be fulfilled. This is 
followed by an expression of categorical negation which, in Arabic, adds 
connotations of a prohibition: “By no means!” (Verse 79) He neither attained to any 
such realm, nor made any covenant with God. He merely rejects the truth and 
derides its promise. 


A stern warning is, then, very apt here to stop such arrogant claims: “By no means! 
We shall record what he says, and We shall long extend his suffering.” (Verse 79) We will 
write down whatever he says, so that it is not forgotten, admitting no dispute on the 
Day of Judgement. This is again a merely descriptive image, because no dispute or 
argument is possible as God’s knowledge encompasses every little detail. Moreover, 
the punishment meted out to such sinners will be increased manifold, in time and 
volume, so as to continue without interruption. 


A further image of warning is added: “and We shall divest him of all that he is now 
speaking of and he shall appear before Us all alone.” (Verse 80) Thus, everything that he 
speaks about of his wealth and children will be taken away from him, so that he is 
left with nothing. The Arabic text here, narithuhu ma yaqul, gives an image of 
inheritance, in order to make the deprivation total, just as when an heir takes away 
all that a deceased person has left behind, discarding nothing. “He shall appear before 
Us all alone.” (Verse 80) He will have nothing of what gave him his standing in 
society. Thus, he will have no money, property, relatives, followers or supporters as 
he appears before God all alone, a powerless individual. 


Have you, then, considered this person who denies God’s revelation, yet speaks 
about his fortunes on a day when he has no position or influence? It is a day when he 
will be deprived of all that gave him power in this life. This is just one type of 
unbelief, false claims and ridicule of the truth. 


The surah continues its discussion of different aspects of unbelief: 


They have taken to worshipping deities other than God, hoping that they will give 
them power and glory. By no means! They will renounce their worship and turn 
against them. Have you not seen how We let loose satanic forces upon the unbelievers 
to repeatedly incite them to evil? So, be not in haste: We only allow them a fixed 
number of days. The day [will surely come] when We shall gather the God-fearing 
before [God] the Most Merciful, as honoured guests, and drive those who are lost in 
sin to hell as a thirsty herd. None will have power to intercede for them except one 
who has received permission from [God] the Most Merciful. (Verses 81-87) 


Those who deny God’s revelations ascribe divinity to beings other than God, and 
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they will worship such false deities hoping that they will give them power, victory 
and glory. Some worshipped angels, while others worshipped jinn. They called on 
those whom they worshipped, appealing to them for support against their enemies. 
But the very angels and jinn they worship now denounce their action, disassociate 
themselves of their worship and condemn their attitude. As the Qur’an describes 
their position, those who were worshipped in this present life will on the Day of 
Judgement “turn against them,” and will give a testimony that condemns the 
unbelievers who worshipped them. 


Satanic forces, or devils, will always incite them to commit sinful actions. These 
forces have been given the chance to tempt and misguide human beings, ever since 
Satan, or Iblis, requested God to allow him such opportunity. The Prophet is 
instructed not to precipitate matters: “So, be not in haste.” (Verse 84) He should not be 
over-grieved about them. They are given a chance, with a definite time limit, during 
which everything they do or say is counted and recorded. The verse here describes 
the accuracy of the reckoning: “We only allow them a fixed number of days.” (Verse 84) 
Perhaps we should add that this is an inadequate translation of the Arabic statement, 
na ddu lahum ‘adda. In the Arabic text, the object of what is being numbered is deleted 
so as to give us an impression of the meticulous counting and recording of 
everything. This is an awesome image, because when the recording is made by God, 
it does not overlook or miss anything out. Someone who feels that his boss is 
carefully monitoring his actions so as to identify any mistake will inevitably feel 
uneasy and worried. So how does the person who knows that God Almighty is 
watching him feel? 


The outcome of all this reckoning is shown in yet another image of the Day of 
Judgement. The believers will come to God in a procession met with honour and 
hospitality: “The day [will surely come] when We shall gather the God-fearing before [God] 
the Most Merciful, as honoured guests.” (Verse 86) On the other hand, the unbelievers 
will be driven like cattle until they arrive at their last abode: “And drive those who are 
lost in sin to hell as a thirsty herd.” (Verse 86) There will be no intercession on that day, 
except for one who has done a good deed in this worldly life. Such a deed will be like 
a promise from God which He will honour. God has promised those who do good 
works to give them an abundant reward, and God does not fail to honour His 
promises. 


Monstrous Claims by the Unbelievers 


The surah then refers to another monstrous claim often made by different 
unbelievers. The Arab idolaters of the past used to claim that the angels were God’s 
daughters, while the unbelievers among the Jews claimed that Ezra was the son of 
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God, and the unbelievers among the Christians made the same claim for Jesus. The 
whole universe shudders as such false claims are alleged, because monotheism is 
inherent in the nature of the whole universe. 


They say: “The Most Merciful has taken to Himself a son!’ Indeed you have said a 
most monstrous falsehood, at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, and the 
earth be split asunder, and the mountains fall down in ruins! That people should 
ascribe a son to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most Merciful 
should take to Himself son. (Verses 88-92) 


The very sound of these verses and their rhythm add to the air of anger at this 
false claim. In fact the whole universe rejects this claim most vehemently. It shudders 
and quivers with abhorrence as it hears this falsehood against God Almighty. It is a 
reaction similar to that of a person who feels that his very integrity is attacked, or 
that the honesty of someone he loves is assailed. The shudder is common to the 
heavens, the earth and the mountains. In their beat, the words here show the 
movement of a violent quake. 


As soon as the offensive word is uttered, “They say: The Most Merciful has taken to 
Himself a son,” the expression of horror immediately follows: “Indeed you have said a 
most monstrous falsehood.” (Verse 89) Everything that is settled and stable is thus 
shaken. The whole universe is in anger at this false allegation against God, the 
Creator. The statement is shocking to everything in nature. The universe is created 
and functions on the basis of the basic principle of God’s oneness: “Indeed you have 
said a most monstrous falsehood, at which the heavens might be rent into fragments, and the 
earth be split asunder, and the mountains fall down in ruins! That people should ascribe a son 
to the Most Merciful, although it is inconceivable that the Most Merciful should take to 
Himself a son.” (Verses 89-92) 


In the midst of this universal anger, a clear and definitive statement is issued: 


Not one of all [the beings] that are in the heavens or on earth but shall appear before 
the Most Merciful as a servant. Indeed, He has full cognizance of them. He has kept a 
strict count of their numbers, and, on the Day of Resurrection, every one of them will 
appear before Him all alone. (Verses 93-95) 


All beings that live anywhere in the heavens and on earth are servants of God, 
subject to His will, submitting to Him willingly. He has neither son nor partner. All 
are His creatures and servants. 


Fear creeps into our hearts as we contemplate the significance of this statement by 
God, the Most High: “Indeed, He has full cognizance of them. He has kept a strict count of 
their numbers.” (Verse 94) None is forgotten and none will be able to escape. “On the 
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Day of Resurrection, every one of them will appear before Him all alone.” (Verse 95) God 
watches everyone. They will all come to Him on the Day of Resurrection, each on his 
or her own. None will have the support or encouragement of anyone else. Indeed, all 
community feeling is gone, for in front of God, everyone speaks for oneself. 


In contrast with this loneliness and isolation, the believers are given a comforting, 
friendly surrounding: “God will certainly bestow love on those who believe and do 
righteous deeds.” (Verse 96) The mention of love in this context is bound to comfort 
and penetrate people’s hearts. It is a type of love that spreads in heaven and spills 
over to fill the earth and comfort people. The whole universe is given a full share of 
it. 

Abü Hurayrah, a companion of the Prophet, reports that God's Messenger said: 
"When God loves a human being, He calls in Gabriel and says to him: “Gabriel, I love 
this person, so you love him too.’ 


Gabriel then loves that person and calls out to all those living in heaven, saying: 
‘God loves this person, so you all love him too.’ Thus all those who live in heaven 
start to love that person. He will also be loved on earth. But if God dislikes someone, 
He also calls in Gabriel and says: “Gabriel, I dislike this person, so you hate him too.’ 
Gabriel then hates that person and calls out to all those living in heaven, saying: “God 
dislikes this person, so you all hate him too.” Thus all those who live in heaven start 
to hate that person. He will also be hated on earth.” [Related by al-Bukhari, Muslim 
and Ahmad] 


This happy news to the believers and this warning to those who deny the truth 
and argue against it are the message the Qur'àn gives. God has made the Qur'àn easy 
for the Arabs to read and understand, as He has put it in His Messenger's own 
language: "And so have We made [the Qur'an] easy to understand, in your own tongue, so 
that you may give good tidings to the God-fearing and give warning to those who are given to 
futile contention." (Verse 97) 


The surah concludes with a scene that we contemplate in our minds for a long 
time, hardly able to shift our gaze: 


How many a generation have We destroyed before their time! Can you find a single 
one of them now, or hear so much as a whisper of them? (Verse 98) 


This scene begins with a violent shock before overwhelming us with a total and 
deep silence. It is as though it takes us to the valley of death to show us how earlier 
people met their fate. In that great valley which stretches much further than the eyes 
can see, our minds imagine the life that used to prosper on earth, the people that 
moved about everywhere, their feelings, hopes and aspirations. But all that is gone. 
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Complete silence pervades. For death has overtaken all, leaving only a host of rotting 
cadavers. Not a single one stirs, not a single sound, not even a breath. “Can you find a 
single one of them now?” (Verse 98) Look around and see. “Or can you hear so much as a 
whisper of them?” (Verse 98) Listen as much as you wish. There is nothing but a 
deadly silence. None remain except the One who never dies. Eternal He is and 
limitless in His glory. 
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SURAH 20 
Ta Ha 


Prologue 


This surah begins and ends with an address to the Prophet explaining his task and 
outlining the limits of his duties. It is not a mission of distress that has been imposed 
on him, nor is it an affliction which he has to endure. It is a mission of advocacy and 
admonition, giving good news and warning against wrongdoing. The ultimate 
judgement over people is exercised by God, the One, who has no partners, and who 
controls the whole universe, with all that appears of it and what remains hidden. 
God is the One who is fully aware of all hearts’ secrets, and to whom all people 
prostrate. It is to Him that all people, obedient and sinners, refer. Hence, the Prophet 
should not be bothered by whoever chooses the path of unbelief. He should not be 
distressed over their denial of the truth. 


Between the opening and the close, the surah relates the history of Moses from the 
point when he received his first revelations to the adoption by the Israelites of the 
calf as an object of worship. All is related here in full detail, especially the discourse 
between God and His servant Moses, the argument between Moses and Pharaoh, 
and the contest between Moses and the Egyptian sorcerers. Within the story, we see 
how God takes good care of Moses, whom He brought up the way He wanted. It was 
to Moses and his brother that He said: “Have no fear; for I shall be with you: I hear all and 
I see all." (Verse 46) 


Adam's story is given in a short, quick account, highlighting the grace God 
bestowed on him after he committed his offence. It speaks of the guidance God gave 
him as also how He allowed his offspring to make their own free choice, whether to 
follow divine guidance or fall into error, after they were repeatedly warned. 


This story is surrounded by scenes of the hereafter, which makes it sound as 
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though it is a complement to what happened on high, right at the very beginning of 
human life. Thus God’s obedient servants will return to heaven, while those who 
disobey Him are destined for the fire, in confirmation of what was said to Adam at 
the time he descended to earth. Thus the sürah is made of two parts: the first includes 
the opening address to the Prophet: “We did not bestow this Qur'an on you from on high 
to cause you distress, but only as an admonition to the God-fearing." (Verses 2-3) This is 
followed by the story of Moses, which is given as an example of the care God takes of 
those whom He chooses to convey His message to people. They will not suffer 
distress on account of their task, as they receive His care. 


The second part of the surah provides some scenes of the Day of Judgement as well 
as Adam’s story. Both fit in well with the opening of the surah and the story of 
Moses. The end of the surah is thus similar to its beginning, providing a consistent 
and distinctive atmosphere. 


The surah, however, is distinguished by a special, sublime and majestic air which 
touches our hearts. It generates a sense of reassurance and submission to God 
Almighty. This air is generated by the scene when God, the Most Merciful, makes 
His presence felt by His servant Moses in the sacred valley, and the long discourse in 
the deep silence of the night, when Moses is totally alone, except for his Lord’s 
presence. The whole universe responds to this long discourse. This is further 
amplified by the scene of God's presence on the Day of Resurrection when all 
creatures are gathered: “All sounds will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will 
hear nothing but a faint sough in the air.” (Verse 108) “All faces will be humbled before the 
Ever-Living, the Self- Subsisting Lord.” (Verse 111) 


The rhythm of the whole surah employs the same beat, from start to finish, 
providing a pleasant, relaxing feeling that opens up to the universe. It is further 
enhanced by the choice of a long ‘a sound for verse endings, throughout the entire 
surah, excepting a small number of verses. 
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The Purpose of Revelation 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Ta Ha, (1) 


We did not bestow this Ouran on you from on 
high to cause you distress, (2) 


but only as an admonition to the God-fearing. (3) 


It ts a revelation from Him who has created the 
earth and the high heavens, (4) 


the Most Merciful, established on the throne of 
His almightiness. (5) 


To Him belongs all that às in the heavens and on 
earth, as well as all that is between. thema, and 
underneath the soil. (6) 


Tf you say anything aloud, then [know that] He 
knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet 
more hidden. (7) 
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[He is] God; there is no deity other than Him. 
Hiss alone are all the attributes of perfection. (8) 


Have you lart the story of Moses? (9) 


When he saw a fire, he said to his family: Wait 
here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a 
lighted torch, or find some guidance at the fire.’ 
(10) 


But when he came close to it, a voice called out fo 


him: ‘Moses, (11) 


I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you 
are in the sacred valley of Tuva. (12) 


Know that I have chosen you. Listen, then, to 
what is being revealed. (13) 


Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity 
other than Me. So, worship Me alone, and 
establish regular prayer to celebrate My praise. 
(14) 


Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the 
Last Hour is bound to come, so that every soul 
may be rewarded in accordance with what it strove 


for. (15) 


Hence, ket not anyone who does not believe in its 
coming and follows only his own desires turn your 


thoughts from it, lest you perish. (16) 


dX CN ge YY ad) V Sil 


mes iu As gus 


Gb ESSA AN Qus 56 | 


Er d^ civi 7 ale see I 8 i 2 iz 
3! oia Gee SIs Ud Db cate 


" 3 


—4^47 


(D eset Gas esl Ui 


= 


i d 

2a £ A 47 437 
GET Gh dy db iai 
@ lon bl anil 

asf get f a SE oF Sy 








Ps peel fe iy 
Gj Gabi sS igk ALENT o 
tu 
Ge pals 

24$ A 24 Í a 
5 S ob Y gf Ge Ube) Si 
(55 Cis 5h 





305 


Now, what is this in your night hand, Moses?’ 


a7 


He answered: Tt is my staf; upon it I lan, and 
nith it I beat down the kaves for my sheep; and 
other uses have I for it.’ (18) 


Said He: Throw it down, Moses.’ (19) 


So he threw it down, and thereupon it was a 
snake, moving rapidly, (20) 


Said He: lake it up and have no fear. We shall 
restore it to its former state. (21) 


Now put your hand under your armpit. It will 
come out [shining] white, without blemish: 
another sign. (22) 


We shall show you some of Our most wondrous 


signs. (23) 


Go to Pharaoh; for he has indeed transgressed all 
bounds.’ (24) 


Said [Moses]: My Lord, open up my heart [to 
Your light], (25) 
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and make my mission easy for me, (26) 


sy des 
and free ny tongue from its impediment, (ZT) n 
C GJ DE sagas Je fs 
so that people may understand what I say. (28) 

Gs bas 


Appoint for me a helper from among my 
kinsmen, (29) 


CO Joi o a 5 d dez 
"Aaron, my brother. (30) ree 
QS! og 
Grant me strength through him, (ST) 5 
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and let him share my task, (32) 


Gera 
so that together we may extol Your limitless glory 
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You are surely watching over us. (35) 


Said He: You are granted all that you have 
asked for, Moses. (36) 


And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon you 
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“Place [your child] in a chest and throw it into 
the river. The river will cast him ashore, and one 
who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 
pick him up.” I lavished My love on you, so that 
ou may be reared under My watchful eye. (S9) 


Then your sister went forth and said fto 
Pharaoh’s people}: “Shall I direct you to one who 
might take care of him?” Thus did We restore 
ou to your mother, so that her mind nught he set 
at ease and that she might not grieve. And [when 
you came of age] you kiled a man but We 
saved you from all grief, although We tested you 
with various trials. You then stayed for years 
among the people of Madyan; and now you have 
come here, Moses, as ordained [by Me}; (40) 


for I have chosen you for Myself. (41) 


Go forth, then, you and your brother, with My 
signs, and never slacken in remembering Me. 
(42) 


Go forth, both of you, to Pharaoh; for he has 
transgressed all bounds of equity! (43) 


But speak to him mildly, so that he may yet take 
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heed, or may be filled with apprehension.’ (44) 


They said: ‘Our Lord! We fear lest he hasten 
mith insolence or tyranny against us.’ (45) 


Answered He: Have no fear. I shall be with 
ou. I bear all and see al. (46) 


Go, then, you two to him and say, “We are the 
emissanies of your Lord Let the Children of 
Israel go with us, and oppress them no more. We 
have now come to you with a message from your 


Lord. Peace to all who follow [God's] guidance. 
(47) 


It has been revealed to us that the suffering shall 
befall those who deny the truth and turn away 


from it.” (48) 


[Pharaoh] said: Who, now, is this Lord of you 
two, Moses? (49) 


He replied: Our Lord is He who gives everything 
its distinctive nature and form, and further guides 
them.’ (50) 


Said [Pharaoh]: ‘And what of all the past 
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generations?’ (51) 


[Moses] answered: ‘Knowledge of that rests with 
my Lord alone, recorded in a Book. My Lord 
does not err, and neither does He forget. (52) 


He it ts who has made the earth your cradle, and 
has traced on it paths for you to walk on, and 
who sends down waters from the sky with which 
We bring forth diverse pairs of plants. (53) 


Eat, then, and graze your cattle. In all this there 
are signs for those who are endowed with reason. 


(54) 


Out of this [earth] have We created you, and into 
it shall We return you, and out of it shall We 
bring you forth once again. (55) 


And, indeed, We showed Pharaoh all Our signs, 
but he denied them and refused [to take heed). 
(56) 


He said: Have you, Moses, come to drive us out 


of our land with your magic? (ST) 


In that case, we shall most certainly produce for 
you magic to match it. Set, then, for us an 


appointment which neither we nor you shall fail to 


310 


A o2 


diss lige ll Sj ge PR 
TG LAST So Uplg SES Gab eS) 


2 25 


O s S ua ev) ce Gr 


digo um c tah DS pala 20: 4 
ce You's ol wre! 1955)! | JS 
A 


PEN ME ^2 24 we Ege 
Ua cp be UP QU 
^ A-4714. 


z 
Ee BS oum 


eal 


2 a m uz pha ett 
ae AA T CRM 
6 cS GEL 


Ze E E AQ QU ndis Lon ee 
KE ol ay ey iey JU 





Keep, at a suitable, open place.’ (58) 


Answered Moses: Your appointment shall be 
the day of the Festival; and let the people assemble 
when the sun is risen high.’ (59) 


Thereupon Pharaoh withdrew and put together 
the artful scheme which he would pursue; and 
then turned up. (60) 


Moses said to them: Woe betide youl Do not 
invent. amy falsehood against God, lest He afflict 
you with most grievous suffering. He who contrives 
such a he is sure to come to grief’ (61) 


So they debated among themselves as to what to 
doy but they Rept their counsel secret. (62) 


They said: ‘These two are surely sorcerers intent 
on driving you away from your land by their 
sorcery, and on doing away with your exemplary 


way of ie. (63) 


Hence, decide on the scheme you will pursue, and 
then come forward in one single body. For, indeed, 
he who prevails today shall ever be successful’ 
(64) 


Said [the sorcerers]: Moses! Either you throw 
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[first], or we shall be the first to throw.’ (65) 


He answered: You throw first! And by virtue of 
their sorcery, their ropes and staffs seemed to him 


to be moving rapidly. (66) 


And in his heart Moses became apprehensive. 
(67) 


But We said [to him]: Have no fear! It is you 
who shall certainly prevail. (68) 


Now throw that which is in your right hand and 
it shall swallow up all that they have wrought. 
For, they have wrought nothing but a sorcerer’s 
deceitful trick; and sorcerers can never come to any 


L00d, whatever they may do.’ (69) 


So down fell the sorcerers, prostrating themselves, 
and declared: We do beheve in the Lord of 
Aaron and Moses.’ (70) 


Said [Pharaoh]: Do you beleve in bim before I 
have given you permission? Surely, he must be 
your master who has taught you witchcraft! I shall 
most certainly cut off your hands and feet on 
opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify 
„you on the trunks of the palm trees. You will then 
come to know for certain which of us can inflict a 
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more severe and longer lasting punishment.’ (71) 


They answered: ‘Never shall we prefer you to all 
the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor 
to Him who has brought us into being! Decree, 
then, whatever you are going to decree. You can 
only decree on what pertains to this worldly life. 


(72) 


As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, 
hoping that He may forgive us our faults and all 
that magic to which you have forced us. God is 
certainly the best and He is Everlasting.’ (73) 


He who shall appear before his Lord [on 
Judgement Day] laden nith sin shall be consigned 
to hell, where he shall neither che nor live. (14) 


But he who shall appear before Him as a 
believer, having done righteous deeds, shall be 
exalted to the highest ranks, (15) 


abiding in the gardens of Eden, through which 
running waters flow. Such shall be the recompense 
of those who keep themselves pure. (16) 


Then We thus inspired Moses: ‘Go forth with 
My servants by night, and strike out for them a 
dry path through the sea. Have no fear of being 
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overtaken, and dread nothing.” (TT) 


Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they 
were overwhelmed by the power of the sea. (78) 


For Pharaoh had kd his people astray and had 
not guided them aright. (79) 


Children of Israel! We saved you from your 
enemy, and then We mace a covenant with you 
on the right flank of Mount Sina. We sent down 
manna and quails for you. (80) 


Eat of the wholesome things which We have 
provided for you and do not transgress, lest you 
should incur My wrath. He that incurs My 
wrath has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin; 


(81) 


but I certainly forgive. all sins for anyone who 
repents, believes and does righteous deeds, and 
thereafter keeps to the right path. (82) 


[And God said]: Now what has caused you, 
Moses, to kave your people behind in so great a 
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haste?’ (83) 


He answered: They are treading in my footsteps, 
while I have hastened to You, my Lord, so that 
You might be well-pleased with me.’ (84) 


Said He: ‘Then [know that] in your absence We 
have put your people to a test, and the Sanurty 
has led them astray.’ (85) 


Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath 
and sorrow: My people, he said, ‘Did not your 
Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, 
then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you 
too long in coming? Or are you determined to see 
your Lord's condemnation fall upon you, and so 
_you broke your promise to me?’ (86) 


They answered: We did not break our promise 
to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded 
with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people's 
ornaments, and so we threw them [into the fire], 
and likewise this Samirty threw.’ (87) 


Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf 
which made a loving sound. ‘This,’ they said, ts 
your deity and the deity of Moses; but he has 
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foreotten.’ (88) 


Why! Did they not see that it could not give them 
any response, and that it could neither harm nor 


benefit them? (89) 


And, indeed, Aaron had sad to them earher: 
My people! You are but being tempted to evil by 
this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merafull 
Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ (90) 


But they had rephed: By no means shall we cease 


worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ 
OD 


[Moses] said: Aaron! What has prevented you, 
when you saw that they had gone astray, (92) 


from following me? Why have you disobeyed me? 
(95) 


Son of my mother, he replied, do not seize me by 
my beard, or by my head! I was afraid that you 
might say, “You have caused a split among the 
Israelites and did not wait for my orders.” (94) 


Said [Moses]: What is then your case, Samiriy? 
(95) 
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He ansnered: T have gained insight into E c un re y 
Wu d saii] 45 54:3) USle ade 
something which they were unable to see; aud so I d oes UJ g 


took a handful of dust from the trail of the 
messenger and flung it away; for thus has my 


mand prompted me to act.’ (96) ras els eed d onera tm 

z Y ad Y call bl SQ) CS 
Said - Begone, then! It shall b lot Sle e ER 
aid [Moses]: Begone, then! It shall be your lo D Ule ii J ki 


to say throughout your life, “Do not touch me.” 
But you shall be faced with a destiny from which 
_you shall have no escape. Now look at this deity 
of yours to whose worship you have become so 
devoted: we shall most certainly burn it, and then 
scatter it far and nide over the sea.’ (97) 


Your only deity is God, other than whom there is 
no deity. His knowledge encompasses all things. 
(98) 





Knowledge Going Deeper than Secrets 


Ta Ha. We did not bestow this Qur'an on you from on high to cause you distress, but 
only as an admonition to the God-fearing. It is a revelation from Him who has created 
the earth and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His 
almightiness. To Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that 
is between them, and underneath the soil. If you say anything aloud, then [know that] 
He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden. [He is] God; there is 
no deity other than Him. His alone are all the attributes of perfection. (Verses 1-8) 


These opening verses give the surah a tender start beginning with two letter 
sounds, Ta Ha, to indicate that this surah, like the entire Qur’an, is made up of letters 
from the Arabic alphabet, as we have explained in earlier volumes. The two letters 
chosen here have the same sound-ending as the verses of the surah. 


We then have a reference to the Qur’an, in the same way as other surahs 
commencing with separate letters, but the reference here is made in the form of an 
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address to the Prophet [peace be on him] . “We did not bestow this Qur’an on you from 
on high to cause you distress.” (Verse 2) We have not revealed this Qur’an so that it 
leads you to a state of distress. We do not want to make things hard for you requiring 
that you recite it in worship going beyond the limits of human ability. In fact, the 
Qur’an is made easy for remembrance, and whatever requirements and duties it 
imposes are easy for people to fulfil. It only imposes duties that are well within 
human ability. Reciting it during worship is a blessing, providing us with an 
opportunity to be in touch with the Supreme Society from whom we derive strength, 
reassurance, contentment and a feeling of companionship. 


Nor did We reveal this Qur'àn so that you would become distressed when people 
refused to accept it as divine revelation. You are not required to force them to faith, 
nor to overstretch yourself in trying to convince them of the truth of your message. 
This Qur'àn is bestowed from on high to you as a reminder and a warning: "But only 
as an admonition to the God-fearing." (Verse 3) 


When God's Messenger gives such an admonition, reminding people of God and 
warning them against disbelief and disobedience of God's orders, his mission is 
fulfilled. God's Messenger is not required to open sealed hearts, nor is it his task to 
overpower minds and souls. This can only be done by God, who has bestowed this 
Qur'an from on high. He is the One who is in full control of the whole universe and 
who knows every heart's secrets: "It is a revelation from Him who has created the earth 
and the high heavens, the Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness. To 
Him belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 
underneath the soil." (Verses 4-6) 


The One who has revealed this Qur'àn is God who created the earth and the high 
heavens. This shows that the revelation of the Qur'àn is a universal phenomenon, 
like the creation of the heavens and earth. It is a revelation from on high. The surah 
thus links the laws that govern the universe with those that bring revelation. There is 
thus perfect harmony here between the high heavens, the earth and the Qur'àn, 
revealed as it is from on high to the earth. 


The One who bestowed the Qur'àn from on high, and created the earth and the 
high heavens is God, the ‘Most Merciful’. Hence, He has not given it to His servant, 
Muhammad, to cause him distress. His attribute of limitless grace is highlighted here 
to emphasize this. Besides, He is the One in control of the whole universe, God, “the 
Most Merciful, established on the throne of His almightiness." This is an expression 
indicating complete control and total power. So, the fate of all people is in His hands, 
while His Messenger's role is only to admonish those who are God-fearing.§ 


8 For further discussion on the Istiwa’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur'an. 
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But in addition to His control of the universe, He has complete dominion: “To Him 
belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth, as well as all that is between them, and 
underneath the soil.” (Verse 6) Scenes of the universe are used to highlight the 
concepts of dominion and knowledge in a way that can be understood by human 
intellect. Otherwise, the reality is much greater than this. God is the owner of all 
existence, and this is greater by far than all creatures in the heavens, the earth, and in 
between them and what is under the soil. 


God’s knowledge encompasses everything in His dominion: “If you say anything 
aloud, then [know that] He knows all that is secret, as well as all that is yet more hidden.” 
(Verse 7) Again there is perfect harmony between the inferences from this verse 
speaking about God’s knowledge of secrets and what is more deeply hidden on the 
one hand and the verse speaking of God’s dominion on the other. We note the 
contrast between what is visible in the universe and what is open of people’s words, 
and also between what is hidden under the soil and that which is hidden in people’s 
thoughts: that is, secret thoughts and things more deeply hidden. A secret is covered 
in shrouds, and what is ‘more hidden’ denotes further degrees of covering, as in the 
case of something buried very deep underground. 


This address provides the Prophet with reassurance, comfort and knowledge that 
God listens to him. He does not leave him alone to feel distressed by his task of 
delivering the message of the Qur’an, or facing the unbelievers alone without 
support. If the Prophet appeals to his Lord aloud, he should know that God knows 
all secrets and what is buried deeper than secrets. When we realize that God is near 
to us, knowing our thoughts and secret appeals, we are reassured and content. We 
no longer feel our isolation in the midst of hostile opponents who reject our faith and 
entertain different views. 


This section concludes with a declaration of God’s oneness, after stating His total 
dominion, control and perfect knowledge: “He is God; there is no deity other than Him. 
His alone are all the attributes of perfection.” (Verse 8) The Arabic term, husna, rendered 
here as ‘perfection’ is specially selected to contribute to the rhythm while also adding 
to the general ambience of grace and care which is characteristic of the whole surah 
and of its opening in particular. 


More Details about Moses 


Now God begins to tell His Messenger, Muhammad, the story of Moses, as an 
example of the care He takes of those whom He chooses to hear His message. 
Accounts of Moses are more frequent in the Qur’an than those of all other 
messengers. This history is given in the Qur’an in episodes, each of which fits 
perfectly with the general theme of the surah in which it occurs. So far, we have seen 
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such episodes in Surah 2, The Cow; 5, The Repast; 7, The Heights; 10, Jonah; 17, The 
Night Journey; and 18, The Cave. Other references are also made in later surahs. 


The account given in Surah 5, The Repast, tells how the Children of Israel stood at 
a distance from the Holy Land, refusing to enter it because of the powerful residents 
living there. In Surah 18, The Cave, also in this volume, we saw Moses’ encounter 
with the pious man and what occurred when the two travelled together. Here, 
however, we have a long and detailed history covering several episodes, as was the 
case in Surahs 2, 7, and 10. The episodes given in each surah may be totally different, 
but where there are similarities, these are portrayed from different angles, so that 
they fit more perfectly with the general line of the surah in which they occur. 


Thus, in Surah 2, The Cow, Moses' story is preceded by that of Adam and how he 
was honoured in heaven, how he was given charge of the earth and the grace God 
bestowed on him when He granted him forgiveness. In the same vein, the story of 
Moses and the Children of Israel provides a reminder of God's grace, God's covenant 
with them, their salvation from Pharaoh, their prayer for rain and how they were 
given manna and quails for food. It also mentions Moses' appointment with his Lord 
and how the Children of Israel took to worshipping the calf in his absence, God's 
forgiveness and binding covenant under the mountain, their breach of the Sabbath 
and the story of the cow. 


In Surah 7, The Heights, Moses’ story is preceded by warnings and an outline of 
the fate suffered by earlier communities who denied God's messages after they were 
given different signs and miracles. Hence, the story in this surah begins at the point 
when Moses was given his message. It refers to the various signs given to him, such 
as his staff and hand, as well as the floods, locusts, ants, frogs and blood, and speaks 
in detail about the encounter with the sorcerers, the fate of Pharaoh and his people. It 
then mentions how the Israelites worshipped the calf in Moses' absence. It 
culminates with an announcement of the heritage of God's grace and guidance being 
passed over to those who follow the last Messenger, the unlettered Prophet. 


In Surah 10, Jonah, Moses’ story is preceded by a short account of the destruction 
of earlier communities for rejecting God’s guidance despite the clear evidence 
provided for them. The account of Moses given in this surah again begins with his 
message and his encounter with the sorcerers, followed by a detailed picture of the 
destruction of Pharaoh and his army. In the present surah, this comes immediately 
after the opening verses which speak about the grace God bestows on those whom 
He selects to convey His message. The story has the same aura of divine grace, 
starting with the dialogue between Moses and God. It includes examples of the care 
God took of Moses and the support He gave him. It mentions that such care started 
long before his message, during his early childhood, when God provided him with 
protection and love: “I lavished My love on you, so that you may be reared under My 
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watchful eye.” (Verse 39) 


An Address from On High 


Have you learnt the story of Moses? When he saw a fire, he said to his family: ‘Wait 
here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find some guidance 
at the fire." (Verses 9-10) 


The Prophet is asked a rhetorical question about whether or not he had heard of 
Moses' history and how it reflects God's grace and the guidance He provides for 
those whom He chooses as His messengers. 


Here we see Moses (peace be upon him) on the road between Madyan and Egypt, 
close to Mount Sinai, returning with his wife after he had completed the term he had 
agreed with the Prophet Shu'ayb. This agreement meant that Shu'ayb would give 
him one of his two daughters in marriage in return for eight or ten years during 
which he would be his assistant. He most probably spent ten years before he felt that 
he could leave with his wife to return to the country where he grew up. There the 
Children of Israel, Moses' people, lived in subjugation.! 


Why is he returning to Egypt having fled there after killing an Egyptian whom he 
found quarrelling with an Israelite? He had after all found safe refuge with Shu'ayb, 
his father-in-law. So why would he leave that place of security and return to Egypt? 
Here we see human homesickness as the tool used by God to bring Moses to the 
place where he was to play an important role. Thus is life. We are motivated by 
feelings, passions, aspirations, hopes and memories, but all these are merely the 
outward causes of the desired result. They are what we see on the surface, but below 
them is the will that no sight can see. It is God's will, and He is the Almighty who 
accomplishes everything He wants. 


Thus we see Moses on his way back to Egypt, losing his way in the desert, 
accompanied only by his wife, and perhaps a servant. He loses his way in the 
darkness of the night in the open desert. We sense this from the way he says to his 
companions: "Wait here! I perceive a fire. Perhaps I can bring you a lighted torch, or find 
some guidance at the fire." (Verse 10) People living in the desert normally lit their fires 
o high ground so that those travelling at night could see it, find their way or come 
over to it where they would find a welcome and hospitality, as well as directions to 
continue their journey. 


Moses saw the fire as he was walking through the desert and he was warmed by 


1 An account of the situation the Children of Israel lived under occurs in Sürah 28, The Story, which 
was revealed earlier than the present sirah. 


321 


Ta Ha | THE PURPOSE OF REVELATION 


hope. He moved towards it in order to fetch a firebrand, as night in the desert is 
normally cold. He also felt he might find some guidance as to which direction to 
travel in. He went there to bring back a torch, but was in for a great surprise. For he 
found the fire that warms souls and spirits, and provides guidance for the greatest 
journey of all: 


But when he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses, I am your Lord! Take 
off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Tuwa. Know that I have chosen 
you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed. Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity 
other than Me. So, worship Me alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My 
praise. Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so 
that every soul may be rewarded in accordance with what it strove for. Hence, let not 
anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows only his own desires turn your 
thoughts from it, lest you perish.’ (Verses 11-16) 


This is an awe-inspiring scene. We shudder as we imagine Moses alone in the open desert, 
engulfed in the complete darkness and silence of the night, making his way towards the fire 
by the side of the mountain. Then suddenly, the whole universe echoes the great address: 
"Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Tuwa. Know that I have 
chosen you. Listen, then, to what is being revealed." (Verses 12-13) 


That small, insignificant particle that is a human being is here faced with that great majesty 
which no human can envisage. Compared with such majesty, the heavens and earth shrink 
into insignificance. Nevertheless, that human being received a divine address from on high. 
How? We only say: by God's grace! How else? At that moment, all humanity, represented by 
Moses (peace be upon him), is elevated. 


It is sufficient for a human being to receive this grace for one moment. Humanity 
as a whole is honoured by simply having the ability to sustain such a communication 
in some way. Yet how does it occur? We do not know. It is not the function of the 
human mind to judge. All that we can do is to look on in admiration and believe 
what we see. 


“When he came close to it, a voice called out to him: Moses.” (Verse 11) The calling out 
is expressed in the original Arabic text in the passive voice with no reference to who 
or what made the address. In English we say, ‘a voice called out’. We cannot define 
the source of this address, its direction, form or nature; nor can we be sure how 
Moses heard or received it. There was simply an address of a certain nature and it 
was received accordingly. We accept that this has taken place, without asking how, 
because that is part of the way in which God accomplishes His business.§ 


‘ For further discussion on the Kalam attribute, please refer to section 1.5 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur'an.’ 
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“Moses, I am your Lord! Take off your sandals, for you are in the sacred valley of Tuwa.” 
(Verse 12) You are in the presence of God Almighty, so take off your shoes. You must 
not step with your shoes in the valley over which God’s presence is made. “Know that 
I have chosen you.” (Verse 13) What honour is granted to the man chosen directly by 
God. Moses is, after all, merely one servant among the great multitude living on a 
planet that is no more than a small particle in a much larger group. Yet this group is 
merely a small particle in the great universe. This universe came into existence when 
God willed it to exist. We can thus imagine the great care God has taken of man. 


When this announcement of God’s honour, reflected in God’s selection of Moses 
as His messenger is made, he is asked to prepare for what is coming by taking off his 
sandals. Then he is told to be ready to learn: “Listen, then, to what is being revealed.” 
(Verse 13) 


This brief revelation sums up three crucial aspects of the divine faith: belief in 
God’s oneness, addressing all worship to Him alone, and belief in the Last Hour. 
These are the foundation of God’s message that remained the same throughout 
human history: “Indeed, I alone am God; there is no deity other than Me. So, worship Me 
alone, and establish regular prayer to celebrate My praise. Although I have chosen to keep it 
hidden, the Last Hour is bound to come, so that every soul may be rewarded in accordance 
with what it strove for. Hence, let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and follows 
only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verses 14-16) 


God’s oneness is the cornerstone of faith. In His address to Moses, God 
emphasizes it in different forms: first in a statement bearing a strong emphasis, 
“Indeed, I alone am God.” (Verse 14) Then Godhead is clearly stated as applicable to no 
one else: “There is no deity other than Me.” (Verse 14) When Godhead is thus 
established, worship follows. Worship means that every activity should aim to please 
God. Singled out among all human activity is prayer: “Establish regular prayer to 
celebrate My praise.” (Verse 14) Prayer is the most complete and perfect of all types of 
worship celebrating God’s praise. In fact its sole purpose is such. It discards 
everything else. Thus in prayer we are prepared for contact with God. 


The Last Hour is the time appointed for administering rewards, in all justice and 
fairness. People think of this time and make sure that they keep it in mind. They 
move on in life, looking with watchful eyes, fearing to slip. God makes it clear that 
this Last Hour is certain to come: “Although I have chosen to keep it hidden, the Last Hour 
is bound to come.” (Verse 15) What people know about this Last Hour is limited to the 
information God has given them. This is all that they need to know, as determined by 
divine wisdom. That something should remain unknown is essential in human life. 
For we need to have something unknown to aspire towards. With human nature as it 
is, if everything were clearly exposed, activity would cease and life would become 
sterile. In fact, we continuously seek the unknown: we watch carefully, entertain 
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hopes and aspirations, experiment and learn, and uncover what we can of our own 
potentials and those of the universe around us. We contemplate God’s signs all 
around us. We invent and produce new things. When we think of the Last Hour, 
whose timing remains unknown, we do not lose sight of it. Since we do not know its 
timing, we remain conscious of it, ready for its arrival. Needless to say, this applies 
only to those of us who preserve our sound human nature. Those who distort it 
however are bound to fall and fail: “Let not anyone who does not believe in its coming and 
follows only his own desires turn your thoughts from it, lest you perish.” (Verse 16) 


Indeed, pursuing one’s desire is the cause of denying the Last Hour. Sound 
human nature believes that humanity cannot attain its super status during this 
present life, where justice is not seen to be done. There must then be another life 
where man attains perfection and absolute justice is carried out. 


Moses’ Mission Defined 


This was an address to which the whole universe responded. In it, God gave His 
chosen messenger the fundamental truth of His oneness. Moses must have forgotten 
all about himself and the purpose for which he aimed towards the fire. He was now 
only following this voice coming to him from on high. He was attentive to the divine 
instructions being given to him. As he is so absorbed, with his mind and soul fully 
attentive to it, he is asked a question which requires no answer from him: “Now, what 
is this in your right hand, Moses?” (Verse 17) 


Of course Moses had his staff in his hand, but where was his mind at that 
moment? Well, he remembers and gives his reply: “He answered: It is my staff; upon it I 
lean, and with it I beat down the leaves for my sheep; and other uses have I for it.” (Verse 18) 
The question did not ask about the uses he had for his staff, but rather about the 
object he was holding. Nevertheless, Moses realizes that he was not being asked to 
name the object in his hand, but to state what he did with it. Hence his answer 
outlining the purposes for which he used it. He used it for support when walking 
and beat the leaves of the trees so that they fell and were eaten by his sheep. We 
know that Moses tended sheep for Shu’ayb, his father-in-law. It is also reported that 
he had a number of sheep given him as his share. Furthermore, he had other uses for 
his staff to which he refers in general without going into specifics, because what he 
has already stated gives a clear indication of them. 


The omnipotent power, however, does with his staff what he could have never 
imagined. This comes as part of his preparation for his task: “Said He: “Throw it down, 
Moses.” So he threw it down, and thereupon it was a snake, moving rapidly. Said He: ‘Take it 
up and have no fear. We shall restore it to its former state.’” (Verses 19-21) 


Thus he saw in front of his eyes the great miracle that occurs every moment while 
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people remain oblivious to it. That is the miracle of life: the staff became a rapidly 
moving snake. Millions and millions of lifeless atoms or objects are transformed into 
living things all the time, but they do not fill man with wonder and amazement like a 
staff being transformed into a snake. Man lives in a world demarcated by his senses 
and experiences. He cannot go far beyond what he can perceive. To see a staff made 
of wood transformed into a snake that moves quickly was bound to shock his senses. 
He was thus profoundly alert. The hidden aspects of how life first came about and 
the miraculous nature of life springing up at every moment are too subtle to capture 
man’s mind and imagination. This is particularly the case when something becomes 
too familiar; it thus goes unnoticed. 


The miracle of life took place, and Moses was full of amazement, with fear tearing 
at his heart. But the command was given: "Take it up and have no fear. We shall restore it 
to its former state." (Verse 21) It will once again be a staff. The surah does not mention 
Moses’ other reaction, which in another surah shows him running away. Here we 
have only a subtle reference to the fear that overwhelmed him. This is because the 
general atmosphere in this surah is one of safety and reassurance. It is not to be 
disturbed by speaking about such overwhelming fear that causes a man to run away. 


Thus Moses was reassured, he picked up the snake and it was a staff again, 
regaining its original shape and form. Thus the other aspect of the miracle took place, 
with life departing from a living creature. 


Another command was issued to Moses from on high: “Now put your hand under 
your armpit. It will come out [shining.’ white, without blemish: another sign.” (Verse 22) 
Moses did as he was told. It should be noted that the Qur'àn uses a different 
expression to denote the position where Moses was to put his hand, his armpit. It is 
described as his ‘wing’ which gives an air of freedom of movement and freedom 
from the earth's gravity. Thus his hand came out shining white, but its whiteness 
indicates no illness or malignancy. This is indeed another sign to be added to that of 
his staff. He is thus made to see some of the great miracles God works out: "We shall 
show you some of Our most wondrous signs." (Verse 23) When he has seen these with his 
own eyes, he will be reassured and able to carry out his great task with greater 
determination. 


"Go to Pharaoh; for he has indeed transgressed all bounds." (Verse 24) Up to this point 
Moses was unaware that he was chosen for this very hard task. He has first hand 
knowledge of Pharaoh, since he himself was brought up in Pharaoh's own palace, 
witnessing his tyranny and how he treated his people with unabating cruelty. Since 
he is now in audience with his Lord, feeling the great honour God has bestowed on 
him, he asks for assistance and reassurance to better execute his mission: “Said 
[Moses]: My Lord, open up my heart [to Your light], and make my mission easy for me, and 
free my tongue from its impediment, so that people may understand what I say. Appoint for 
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me a helper from among my kinsmen, Aaron, my brother. Grant me strength through him, 
and let him share my task, so that together we may extol Your limitless glory and remember 
You always. You are surely watching over us.” (Verses 25-35) 


Requests Granted 


So, Moses requests his Lord to open up his heart, so that the hard task before him 
would be a pleasure to undertake. It would also motivate him to carry on with it 
without impediment. He further prays to God to facilitate his task. When God 
facilitates a task for anyone, it is certain to succeed. For, what can man accomplish on 
his own, unless God facilitates matters for him? How can he achieve success when he 
has only limited ability and deficient knowledge while the road ahead is long, 
difficult and unknown. 


The first thing Moses prayed for was heart reassurance that he would clearly feel, 
and then that God should facilitate things for him. What can man do without such 
help, relying on his little ability and limited knowledge? But Moses requests more to 
help him with his task. He wanted his tongue to be freed so that people could 
understand him easily when he spoke. It has been reported that he suffered from 
some sort of speech impediment. Most probably this is what he means here. It is 
further supported by what he is quoted as saying: “My brother Aaron is far better in 
speech than I am." (28: 34) The prayer Moses said here was made first in general terms. 
Now he adds details which he feels necessary for the task ahead. 


First he asks for a helper from his own family, and that was Aaron. He knew 
Aaron to be outspoken, courageous and yet someone who could control his feelings. 
Moses himself was passionate and rather hot-tempered. Therefore, he requested his 
Lord for support, letting his brother share in the fulfilment of his task. He realized 
that his task required much glorification of God, constant remembering of Him and 
contact with Him through prayers. Thus we see Moses requesting God to open up 
his heart and facilitate his task, to free him of his speech difficulty, and give him a 
helper from among his family. All this he needed not to carry on the task entrusted to 
him, but rather so that he and his brother could glorify God and remember Him 
often as He should be remembered and glorified. Thus, they would be able to receive 
His guidance, as He is the One who knows their situation best. "You are surely 
watching over us." (Verse 35) You know our limited resources and our need for Your 
help. 


God, benevolent and compassionate as He is, does not let His guest go back 
empty-handed. Nor does He delay answering his prayer: "Said He: 'You are granted all 
that you have asked for, Moses.'" (Verse 36) 


Just a simple word, without the need for detail, sums up the positive and 
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immediate response. Moses has been granted all that he requested. The way this 
response is phrased indicates that all that Moses requested became a reality 
immediately. Then, Moses hears his Lord addressing him by name. What is more 
honourable than that God in His majesty should mention one of His servants by 
name? 


This is more than anyone can hope for of God's grace and compassion. The 
meeting took its time and the address was made in full, with a complete and positive 
response to Moses' prayer. Yet God's grace continues to be bestowed in abundance. 
There is no check to slow down or prevent God's mercy when He grants it. 
Therefore, He gives Moses even further reassurance as He reminds him that His 
grace has been shown to him for a long time. Moreover, every moment longer he 
stays in his Lord's presence gives him further happiness and greater strength to 
pursue his mission. 


And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon you in a time gone by, when We inspired 
your mother, saying: Place [your child] in a chest and throw it into the river. The 
river will cast him ashore, and one who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 
pick him up.' I lavished My love on you, so that you may be reared under My 
watchful eye. Then your sister went forth and said [to Pharaoh’s people]: ‘Shall I 
direct you to one who might take care of him?’ Thus did We restore you to your 
mother, so that her mind might be set at ease and that she might not grieve. And 
[when you came of age,] you killed a man; but We saved you from all grief although 
We tested you with various trials. You then stayed for years among the people of 
Madyan; and now you have come here, Moses, as ordained [by Me]; for I have chosen 
you for Myself (Verses 37-41) 


Moses was going to meet the most powerful man on earth, a tyrant who knew no 
mercy. Against him he was to conduct the battle between faith and unfaith. He 
would be in the thick of things, facing all sorts of difficulties, against Pharaoh at first, 
then against his own people whose nature had been corrupted by long subjugation. 
They did not have the necessary qualities to fulfil the mission entrusted to them after 
they were liberated from Pharaoh’s tyranny. Hence, God tells him that he, Moses, has 
been fully equipped for the task, as he was reared under God's watchful eye, given 
the necessary skills for taking on seemingly impossible tasks, right from the time of 
his infancy. God took care of him in his formative years when he placed him right 
under Pharaoh's nose, without any other care or support. Yet Pharaoh's hand could 
not harm him, because it was God who took care of him. He need not worry now 
about Pharaoh's power, as he still enjoys God's help and care in his adulthood. It is 
God who has chosen him for His mission. 
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Reminder of Past Favours 


God responded by saying that all Moses’ requests were granted. This was an act of 
grace by the One who is Most Merciful. But with this he is also given a reminder of 
God’s past favours. Such a reminder is certain to reassure Moses that with God’s 
support he can face any power or dictator. “And indeed We bestowed Our favour upon 
you in a time gone by.” (Verse 37) The One who granted him all this protection and 
support will not let him down now. In the past, His favours were continuous, so it is 
unlikely that they will stop now after Moses has been assigned a mission by God. 
The favour mentioned first is that given to his mother which any woman in her 
condition would have needed. Her inspiration then told her: “Place [your child] in a 
chest and throw it into the river. The river will cast him ashore.” (Verse 39) 


We note here that the text describes rough and violent actions: a child being 
pushed into a wooden chest, and the chest thrown into the river. Then the river casts 
the box and the child inside onto the shore. But what then? To whose care will this 
child be entrusted? The answer is: “One who is an enemy to Me and an enemy to him will 
pick him up.” (Verse 39) Amidst all this Moses is also told: “I lavished My love on you, so 
that you may be reared under My watchful eye.” (Verse 39) 


All this is an aspect of divine providence which transforms love and compassion 
into a shield to protect the child from all the blows, waves and currents. None of the 
powers of evil is able to harm the recipient of such love, even though he is no more 
than an infant of only a few days who cannot indicate his needs or express his 
feelings. 


We have in this image a rare contrast between the great tyrannical forces lying in 
wait for the tiny infant and the hard circumstances engulfing him on the one hand 
and, on the other, the flowing compassion guarding him from all fears and 
protecting him against all dangers. His protection comes about as tender love, 
without the need for fighting or confrontation: “I lavished My love on you, so that you 
may be reared under My watchful eye.” (Verse 39) Nothing further can be added to 
explain such gentle, loving tenderness than this most perfect Qur'ànic expression of 
how Moses was reared under God's watchful eye. How can human expression 
describe a creature reared under such care? The most that we can do is contemplate 
the situation and what it meant for Moses' development. It is a great honour for any 
human being to have direct divine care for just a moment in his life. What honour is 
then bestowed on one who is reared under such care? Perhaps this is what made 
Moses able to receive this address direct from God. 


Thus Moses is reared under God's protection right under Pharaoh's nose, and 
Pharaoh is the enemy of both God and Moses. Thus, as a young child, he is always 
within an arm's reach of Pharaoh, without any human guard or protector. 
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Nevertheless, Pharaoh’s evil hand is restrained by the fact that God has lavished His 
love on Moses, the child, so that he attracts love by all who see him. Needless to say, 
with Moses being reared under God's watchful eye, no harm could come to him from 
Pharaoh or anyone else. 


But this is not all. Not only was Moses taken care of, but his mother could not be 
left at home worrying about her child. The two were soon reunited. “Then your sister 
went forth and said [to Pharaoh’s people]: ‘Shall I direct you to one who might take care of 
him?’ Thus did We restore you to your mother, so that her mind might be set at ease and that 
she might not grieve.” (Verse 40) That was part of God’s design. He prevented the little 
baby from taking just any woman’s breast. No wet nurse would breast-feed him. 
Pharaoh and his wife, who had adopted the baby cast to them by the river, were 
searching for a wet nurse, and this became well known. On instructions from her 
mother, Moses’ sister went to them saying that she knew the best woman to take care 
of the baby. [AIl this is described in detail in Surah 28.] She brought them the baby’s 
own mother and he took her breast immediately. Thus, God’s design for mother and 
child was accomplished, for the mother had done as she was told, throwing her baby 
into a wooden chest in the Nile. This action brought the baby to the enemy who was 
killing all Israelite children. Thus, the safety of this child was accomplished by giving 
him to his enemies to remain with them, with no other support or guardianship. 


The next favour Moses is reminded of is his escape after having killed a man: “And 
you killed a man; but We saved you from all grief although We tested you with various trials. 
You then stayed for years among the people of Madyan; and now you have come here, Moses, 
as ordained [by Me]; for I have chosen you for Myself” (Verses 40-41) 


The killing of this man took place some time during Moses’ early adult years, 
having grown up in Pharaoh’s palace. He had gone to the market one day and found 
two people quarrelling, one an Israelite the other an Egyptian. The Israelite appealed 
to him for help, and Moses pushed the Egyptian, but rather too strongly for the latter 
fell and was killed. Moses did not intend to kill the man, but simply to push him 
away. When he saw him dead, he was full of grief. It is good to remember here that 
Moses was brought up under God’s own care, right from his early childhood. Hence, 
it was only natural that he was filled with remorse, blaming himself for over- 
reacting. God reminds him here of His favour, as He directed him to seek 
forgiveness, which alleviated his sorrow. 


However, God did not let him simply get away with this without a lesson to learn 
and benefit from in his future task. Hence, He set him the test of fearing the 
consequences of his offence and his subsequent attempt to escape punishment. The 
test took then another form, forcing him to flee the land where he was born and 
brought up, departing alone without friend or companion. Moreover, having been 
brought up in the palace of the greatest ruler of the time, enjoying every comfort and 
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luxury, he now had to earn a living. Thus, he had to serve others, and work as a 
shepherd. 


At the appointed time, when he attained maturity, after passing the tests to which 
God subjected him, and when circumstances in Egypt were most suited, with the 
Israelites subjected to much oppression, Moses was brought in from Madyan. He 
might have thought that he had chosen to travel at that time himself, but the fact of 
the matter was that stated in the Qur’anic verse: “Now you have come here, Moses, as 
ordained (by Me].” (Verse 40) So his return was at a time God had determined as most 
suitable. 


"| have chosen you for Myself" (Verse 41) Thus, Moses was trained and prepared so 
as to be completely devoted to God's message and to serving His cause. He was 
purged of all the temptations of this worldly life, so as to be purely dedicated to the 
task God appointed for him. All that had passed in his life was part of his training to 
fulfil the mission that was about to be entrusted to him. Here God tells him that 
neither himself, nor his family, nor anyone else had any claim on his time or services. 
He was chosen by God for whatever God wanted him to do. 


Moses' Mission Outlined 


Having made this very clear to Moses, God gives him his first instructions: 


Go forth, then, you and your brother, with My signs, and never slacken in 
remembering Me. Go forth, both of you, to Pharaoh; for he has transgressed all bounds 
of equity! But speak to him mildly, so that he may yet take heed, or may be filled with 
apprehension. (Verses 42-44) 


Moses is told to go with his brother Aaron, equipped with the signs God has given 
them. He has seen two of these in the transformation affecting his staff and his hand. 
They are told not to slacken in remembering God, for such remembrance is the best 
equipment and support they can have. Moses is reminded that God protected him 
from Pharaoh and his wickedness even when he was a helpless child, thrown in the 
Nile. Nothing of that hardship caused him any harm. Now that he has completed his 
training, he can approach his task with ease and reassurance, trusting to God's care. 


As Moses is directed to go to Pharaoh, he is told that Pharaoh has transgressed all 
bounds and resorted to tyranny and oppression. Nevertheless, his instruction is that 
he and his brother are to "speak to him mildly." (Verse 44) Mild and gentle words 
which do not trigger a hardening of attitude or insolence and arrogance, which is 
commonly adopted by tyrants, may yet reawaken Pharaoh's heart and alert him to 
the consequences of his actions. Thus, Moses and Aaron were to go about their task, 
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hoping that Pharaoh might take heed, and never despairing of his reform and 
positive response to God’s guidance. An advocate of faith who gives up on people 
and thinks that they never respond positively to his message cannot deliver it in the 
way it should be delivered. Nor is he able to hold on to it in the face of rejection and 
denial. 


God certainly knew how Pharaoh would respond, but taking the necessary 
measures in preaching God’s message is prerequisite. God takes people to account 
after they act, even though He is aware of their actions before they are made. His 
knowledge of future events is the same as His knowledge of the present and the past. 


How to Confront a Tyrant 


So far we have discussed what Moses was told when God addressed him directly 
alone in the desert. The surah then takes us across time and place, covering an 
indeterminable period of time and distance, to show us both Moses and Aaron 
expressing their concerns to their Lord about their forthcoming confrontation with 
Pharaoh. They feared most that he might be quick to punish and harm them severely 
when they called on him to believe in God. 


They said: “Our Lord! We fear lest he hasten with insolence or tyranny against us.” 
Answered He: “Have no fear. I shall be with you. I hear all and see all. Go, then, you 
two to him and say, “We are the emissaries of your Lord. Let the Children of Israel go 
with us, and oppress them no more. We have now come to you with a message from 
your Lord. Peace to all who follow [God's] guidance. It has been revealed to us that the 
suffering shall befall those who deny the truth and turn away from it." (Verses 45- 
48) 


For certain, Aaron was not with Moses when his Lord first spoke to him, 
favouring him with a long interactive discourse, clarifying all necessary issues and 
allowing him to ask questions and giving him the answers he needed. The fact that 
now both Moses and Aaron make the reply together, saying, “We fear lest he hasten 
with insolence or tyranny against us”. This, then, suggests that this statement was made 
at a later time. This is part of the Qur’anic method of skipping over time and place, 
leaving gaps in the scenes and events of a story, which are gathered and understood 
as one reads on. Thus, the Qur’an concentrates on events, actions and attitudes which 
inspire the reader and listener. 


So, some time after Moses left the place where he received God's long address, 
close to Mount Sinai, he met with his brother, Aaron. The latter also received God's 
revelation commanding him to be with his brother and that together they should 
address Pharaoh. Hence, the two together express their concerns to their Lord: "We 
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fear lest he hasten with insolence or tyranny against us.” (Verse 45) They feared Pharaoh’s 
impulsive reaction, which might be too strong, and they feared his tyranny, which 
was much more profound than mere physical harm. In his power, Pharaoh could be 
expected to resort to either of these or to both of them. 


At this point they receive God’s decisive answer which leaves no room for fear or 
worry: "Answered He: Have no fear. I shall be with you. I hear all and see all." (Verse 46) 
Thus, God Almighty who has power over all creatures and who creates the universe 
and all creatures in it, using nothing more than His will to bring them into existence, 
tells them that He is with them. This should have been sufficient, but God adds to 
this what increases their certainty of help. This is evidenced by the fact that He hears 
all and sees all. What could Pharaoh do against the power of the Almighty, whether 
in a precipitate reaction or a well considered one? 


Coupled with this reassurance Moses and Aaron are given guidance on the form 
of address they should make to Pharaoh and on how to argue their case: "Go, then, 
you two to him and say, ‘We are the emissaries of your Lord. Let the Children of Israel go 
with us, and oppress them no more. We have now come to you with a message from your 
Lord. Peace to all who follow [God's] guidance. It has been revealed to us that the suffering 
shall befall those who deny the truth and turn away from it." (Verses 47-48) 


Thus they should start by stating the foundation of their message: “We are the 
emissaries of your Lord.” (Verse 47) This would give him right from the first moment 
the understanding that it is God who is his and all people’s Lord. He is not the Lord 
of Moses and Aaron, or the Children of Israel alone. It was a superstition of the days 
of pagan ignorance that each group of people, or each tribe, had its own deity or 
deities. Moreover, it was commonly held during some periods of history that 
Pharaoh was a deity, of godly descent, and as such, he was to be worshipped. 


When the basic element of their message was thus outlined, Moses and Aaron 
explained their immediate concern: “Let the Children of Israel go with us, and oppress 
them no more.” (Verse 47) This was the limit of their message to Pharaoh, to save the 
Children of Israel and bring them back to their monotheistic faith. They would then 
lead them to the blessed land which God had assigned to them for settlement, up to 
the time when they would sink into corruption and be destroyed in consequence. 


They further showed Pharaoh a sign to prove that they were telling the truth 
when they said that they were messengers from his Lord: “We have now come to you 
with a message from your Lord.” (Verse 47) They follow this with an element of 
encouragement, hoping that he might respond: “Peace to all who follow [God's] 
guidance.” (Verse 47) It might be that when he had listened to this that he would 
respond to the greeting of peace and accept God's guidance. 


They then add an element of implicit warning, in order not to stir his arrogance 
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and hostility: “It has been revealed to us that the suffering shall befall those who deny the 
truth and turn away from it.” (Verse 48) It might be that he would decide not to include 
himself among those who deny the truth and turn away from it. 


We see here how God gave Moses and Aaron reassurance and showed them the 
way to follow. He indeed outlined their course for them so that they would approach 
their task with peace, reassurance and clear guidance. 


At this point the curtains are drawn, only to rise again when we see Moses and 
Aaron in confrontation with the tyrant. 


Calling on a Tyrant to Believe 


The surah does not mention how Moses and Aaron were admitted into Pharaoh’s 
presence, but nonetheless they were. For certain, their Lord was with them hearing 
and seeing what took place, and no doubt guiding their communication. But what 
power, and what authority was at the disposal of Moses and Aaron to enable them to 
communicate to Pharaoh, great as he might have been, what God, their Lord, 
commanded them to convey to him? The surah paints a vivid picture of the dialogue 
between Moses and Pharaoh, starting with this question and answer: “[Pharaoh] said: 
‘Who, now, is this Lord of you two, Moses?’ He replied: ‘Our Lord is He who gives 
everything its distinctive nature and form, and further guides them.’” (Verses 49-50) It is 
clear that Pharaoh does not wish to acknowledge God’s Lordship, which the two 
prophets had made clear to him saying they were ‘the emissaries of your Lord.’ Pharaoh 
realized that Moses was the main advocate of the message. Hence, he puts his 
question to him: “Who, now, is this Lord of you two, Moses?” (Verse 49) In whose name 
are you addressing me to demand the release of the Israelites? 


Moses replies emphasizing God’s attributes of creation, initiation and providing 
guidance and balance: “Our Lord is He who gives everything its distinctive nature and 
form, and further guides them.” (Verse 50) Thus it is: our Lord is the one who has given 
everything its existence in the form and the nature it has. He then guides each and 
everyone to fulfil their respective roles, providing them all with the means for such 
fulfilment. The Arabic text of this verse uses the conjunctive, thumma, or then, 
separating the creation of everything and imparting guidance to it. This conjunctive 
is rendered in the translation as ‘further’ to indicate the true meaning of the verse. 
There is no lapse of time between creating a creature and giving it guidance. The 
conjunctive is used to indicate the difference in rank between the mere creation of 
something and giving it the necessary knowledge to fulfil its role. Providing such 
guidance is more elevated than leaving creatures to their own devices. 


This description of God given by Moses sums up the highest and most perfect 
attributes of God the Creator who controls everything in the universe. It is He who 
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gives every creature its form, nature and role. When man casts his eye and 
contemplates as best he can this endless universe, he sees the results of what the 
great power of God makes of every existence, great or small, starting with the minute 
atom up to the largest creature, spanning life between a one-celled creature to the 
most sophisticated form of life, i.e. man. 


The great universe is made up of countless atoms, cells, substances, creatures and 
living things. Every atom in the universe interacts, every cell has a life, every living 
being moves, and every creature influences and is influenced by others. But all work, 
individually and collectively, within the boundaries of the laws God has planted in 
their natures and constitutions, without conflict, defect, or slackening at any moment. 
Yet every individual creature is, on its own, a complete world: its cells, organs and 
systems work in accordance with its nature, within the overall law God operates in 
the universe, in perfect order and perfect complementarity. 


Let us leave aside the great universe and look for a moment at each creature on its 
own. Human knowledge and endeavour is limited in its ability to study and 
understand such a creature. We are talking here of studying the characteristics, role, 
illnesses and treatment of creatures in our world. We are not speaking about creating 
these creatures or guiding them to fulfil their respective roles. This is something 
totally beyond man's knowledge or ability. Man himself is one of God's creatures. 
God has given him existence in the form he has, and assigned to him his role like all 
other creatures. The One who gives every creature its nature and form and further 
guides them to perform their roles is God, the only deity in the universe. 


Here Pharaoh puts another question: "And what of all the past generations?" (Verse 
51) Where have all those past generations gone? Who was their Lord? What 
happened to them since they died unaware of the Lord Moses spoke about? 


" [Moses] answered: Knowledge of that rests with my Lord alone, recorded in a Book. My 
Lord does not err, and neither does He forget." (Verse 52) Thus Moses refers all this 
unknown matter to his Lord whose knowledge is perfect, encompassing every single 
detail of every little creature, and who never forgets anything. It is He alone who 
knows about all those generations, their past and future. The realm that lies beyond 
the reach of human perception belongs totally to God, who alone determines the 
eventual outcome of mankind and their life. 


Moses continues to draw Pharaoh's attention to some of the results of God's action 
in the universe and how these results affect human life. He selects results which 
could be seen close by, and which were well-known in Egypt with its rich soil, 
abundant water, and plentiful crops and cattle: 


He it is who has made the earth your cradle, and has traced on it paths for you to walk 
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on, and who sends down waters from the sky with which We bring forth diverse pairs 
of plants. Eat, then, and graze your cattle. In all this there are signs for those who are 
endowed with reason. (Verses 53-54) 


An Argument Too Powerful 


The whole earth is a cradle for mankind at all places and in all times. It is indeed 
the same as a child’s cradle; for human beings are the children of the earth in whose 
lap they grow up and on whose produce they feed. At the same time, it has been 
levelled for them so that they can walk on it, pursue their life affairs, cultivate it and 
benefit by its treasures. God made it so on the day He gave nature and forms to all 
His creatures. Thus, He gave the earth its structure which enables it to sustain the 
type of life He assigned to prosper on it. Similarly, He gave human beings their 
nature and form which make them able to live on the earth He made a cradle for 
them. The two senses imparted by the verse are closely interlinked. 


Both the cradle image and the quality of being level are most clearly seen in Egypt, 
with its highly fertile valley which requires only the minimum effort from its people 
to yield its rich produce. The whole valley of Egypt is like a warm cradle nurturing a 
small child. 


The wise Creator who has levelled the earth has also opened up on it paths for 
people to travel and has sent down waters from the sky. It is from the rain pouring 
from the sky that rivers form and run to provide irrigation. One of these is, of course, 
the Nile running close to where Pharaoh had his palace. With such plentiful water, 
plants are brought forth in a great variety of pairs. 


God in His wisdom has willed that, like all living things, plants should grow in 
pairs. Indeed this duality is a consistent phenomenon that applies to all living 
creatures. In most cases, plants carry the male and female cells in the same shoot, but 
there are types where one shoot has only male cells and another female, in the same 
way as in most animal species. This provides perfect harmony that applies to all 
living things. Hence, the statement: “In all this there are signs for those who are endowed 
with reason.” (Verse 54) Indeed, no sound mind could reflect on such phenomena 
without concluding that it is the work of the wise Creator who has given every living 
thing its nature and form, and guided them all. 


The surah continues the reporting of what Moses said, but uses the form of a direct 
address by God Himself: “Out of this [earth] have We created you, and into it shall We 
return you, and out of it shall We bring you forth once again. And, indeed, We showed 
Pharaoh all Our signs, but he denied them and refused [to take heed].” (Verses 55-56) It is 
from this earth, made as a cradle for mankind, and which supports the diverse 
cultivation of plants for food and grazing, that mankind are created, and to it they 
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shall return and then from it again they are resurrected after death. 


Man is certainly created from the same substance as this earth. All the components 
of his body are largely the same as the components of the earth. Furthermore, he eats 
of its produce, drinks its waters, breathes its air, and benefits from it as his cradle. 
Then, he goes back to it a dead corpse, when his remains become part of its soil and 
atmosphere. From the earth he is resurrected for a second life, just as he was created 
for the life of this world. 


This reminder of the relationship between man and the earth fits well with the 
exchange between Moses and Pharaoh, the tyrant who arrogantly claims a godly 
position when he too originated from the earth and to it he will certainly return. He 
is no more than any object God has created on earth and guided to fulfil its assigned 
role. “We showed Pharaoh all Our signs, but he denied them and refused to take heed.” 
(Verse 56) God showed him all sorts of signs in the great universe, and Moses 
pointed these out to him. The two signs of Moses’ staff and hand are not specified 
here since they are included among the general category of God’s signs. The signs in 
the universe are far greater and more permanent. It is implied however that Pharaoh 
has already been shown Moses’ own special signs. His reply to all God's signs is 
mentioned in detail, and we realize that he is actually referring to these two signs: 
“Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic? In that case, we shall 
most certainly produce for you magic to match it. Set, then, fir us an appointment which 
neither we nor you shall fail to keep, at a suitable, open place.” (Verses 57-58) 


Ready to take up the challenge, Moses delivered a straight answer: “Your 
appointment shall be the day of the Festival; and let the people assemble when the sun is risen 
high.” (Verse 59) 


How to Avoid a Losing Argument 


Pharaoh simply stopped arguing. He realized that Moses had the stronger case, 
supported by the clearest proof, namely, God’s signs seen everywhere in the 
universe, as well as his own two special signs. Hence, he resorted to an old ploy, 
often used by tyrants and opponents of God's messages. He pointed an accusing 
finger at Moses, describing him as a sorcerer, claiming that it was through sorcery 
that Moses turned the staff into a snake and made his hand look shining white, 
without blemish. Magic was the thought presenting itself immediately to Pharaoh, 
because it was widely practised in Egypt. The two signs given to Moses seemed, on 
the surface, similar to magic, which is no more than the deception of the senses that 
could sometimes lead to false feelings so as to produce tangible effects. Thus, under 
the influence of magic, a man may see things that are not present, or he may see them 
in a form other than their own. At times a person who is under a magical spell may 
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be physically and psychologically affected, as though the spell has had its effect on 
him in reality. But Moses’ signs were not of this sort. They were signs given to him 
by God, the Creator of all things, the One who can bring about both temporary and 
permanent transformations. 


“He said: Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic?” (Verse 
57) It appears that the persecution of the Israelites was motivated by political 
reasons, with Pharaoh fearing that their numbers would increase to give them 
numerical strength. For the sake of retaining power and maintaining their rule or 
kingdom, tyrants will commit the most ghastly and inhumane crimes, paying no 
heed to moral or ethical considerations. They are prepared to silence the voice of 
even their own conscience and honour. Thus, Pharaoh pursued a policy of 
weakening and humiliating the Israelites, killing their male offspring and sparing the 
females, while forcing the adults among them into hard labour. Therefore Moses and 
Aaron demanded their release, saying to him: “Let the children of Israel go with us, and 
oppress them no more.” (Verse 47) His reply to their request was indicative of his fears: 
“Have you, Moses, come to drive us out of our land with your magic?” (Verse 57) To 
Pharaoh, such a release was a step towards ousting him from government. 


According to Pharaoh’s thinking, Moses made this demand for the release of the 
Israelites for no other reason, and the only thing he was prepared to put forward in 
support of his demand was an act of sorcery. It was easy, therefore, to reply to him in 
kind: “In that case, we shall most certainly produce for you magic to match it.” (Verse 58) 
Tyrannical rulers cannot see beyond the obvious. They think that those who advocate 
a divine faith use it as a cover for worldly aims. They imagine that they want to take 
over the reins of government. When they realize that such advocates of faith have 
something miraculous, either of the type given to Moses or something that touches 
people’s hearts and wins them over, they respond with something of an apparently 
similar nature. Their thoughts run along the following lines: if the advocate of a 
message resorts to magic, then we will produce similar magic; if he uses fine words, 
these are also at our command; if he advocates moral values, we will support high 
moral values; if he does good and benevolent works, we will do the same. Such 
tyrants do not understand that advocates of a divine message rely on their faith and 
on God’s support. These are the weapons which ensure their triumph. 


With such thinking and motivation, Pharaoh asks Moses to set an appointment for 
his confrontation with the sorcerers. In order to give the appearance of power, 
Pharaoh leaves it to Moses to choose the time: “Set, then, for us an appointment.” 
(Verse 58) In order to give an even stronger impression of his confidence, he re- 
emphasizes the importance of that appointment “which neither we nor you shall fail to 
keep.” (Verse 58) He only asks for the match to be in an open area for the challenge to 
be seen, “at a suitable, open place.” (Verse 58) 
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Moses accepts Pharaoh’s challenge and sets the appointment for a festival day 
when the people are in the mood to celebrate, gathering in the main squares and 
open areas: “Answered Moses: Your appointment shall be the day of the Festival; and let the 
people assemble when the sun is risen high.” (Verse 59) Thus he sets the best time when 
everything is at its clearest and people will be out and about in numbers. He does not 
set a very early time when people would still be at home, nor at midday when the 
heat could prevent their gathering, nor in the evening when darkness might 
discourage their attendance or impair their vision. 


Thus ends the first scene of confrontation between faith and tyranny. The curtains 
fall to be raised again and we see the match in full view. 


In Confrontation with the Sorcerers 


“Thereupon Pharaoh withdrew and put together the artful scheme which he would pursue; 
and then turned up.” (Verse 60) In this short verse the surah sums up all that Pharaoh 
said, the advice he was given by the powerful elite among his government, the 
discussion with the sorcerers and his encouragement and promises of rich reward to 
them, as well as the schemes he and his advisers finally plotted. Indeed, this short 
verse, comprising only six words in the Arabic text, shows three successive 
movements: Pharaoh’s withdrawal into his own quarters, mapping out his strategy 
and turning up for the confrontation. 


Before the confrontation began, Moses felt that he should give the sorcerers some 
honest and sincere advice. Thus, he warned them against attributing false 
fabrications to God. So doing, he hoped that they would accept God’s guidance and 
abandon sorcery, which is blatant falsehood: “Moses said to them: Woe betide you! Do 
not invent any falsehood against God, lest He afflict you with most grievous suffering. He 
who contrives such a lie is sure to come to grief” (Verse 61) 


A sincere piece of advice can touch the hearts of those it addresses. This might 
have been the case here, for some of the sorcerers were touched by Moses’ words and 
began to have second thoughts. Those who were keen to go through with the 
showdown however began to argue with them in whispers, fearing that Moses 
would overhear them. “So they debated among themselves as to what to do; but they kept 
their counsel secret.” (Verse 62) 


The more hardened of them tried to encourage those who were reluctant, and 
warned them against a gloomy future under Moses and Aaron. They described the 
two prophets as being driven by a desire for power, hoping to rule Egypt and change 
the faith of its people. To forestall their schemes, they needed to demonstrate their 
unity and confront them as one body, without hesitation. It was a day of outright and 
decisive confrontation, and the winner would take all. 
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They said: These two are surely sorcerers intent on driving you away from your land 
by their sorcery, and on doing away with your exemplary way of life. Hence, decide on 
the scheme you will pursue, and then come forward in one single body. For, indeed, he 
who prevails today shall ever be successful. (Verses 63-64) 


One sincere word motivated by faith falls like a powerful explosive in the camp of 
falsehood. It shakes unbelievers’ hearts and weakens their ranks. They are no longer 
sure of their own ability, and they entertain doubts about their own beliefs. Hence 
the doubters needed such encouragement. They were reminded that Moses and 
Aaron were merely two men, against a much larger group of sorcerers, backed by 
Pharaoh, his kingdom, wealth and army. They forgot however that Moses and Aaron 
were supported by God who hears and sees all. 


Perhaps this gives us an explanation of the attitude of Pharaoh and his arrogant 
tyranny, as well as the attitude of the sorcerers who enjoyed his support. To start 
with, who are those two men, Moses and Aaron, to be given such importance, with 
Pharaoh himself putting a challenge to them and accepting their own challenge? 
What is their position which compels him to put together a deceitful strategy, 
mustering in the process a large force of skilful sorcerers, who were the best in his 
land, and bringing all the people to witness the confrontation? How come that he 
himself comes along and sits with his full entourage to see the confrontation? How is 
it that Pharaoh is prepared to listen to Moses’ argument, which denies him all the 
privileges he claims for himself, when Moses is no more than an Israelite whose 
people are continually persecuted under his own rule? This was all due to the dignity 
God has imparted to Moses and Aaron which inspired awe among all those who 
listened to them. Moreover, God was with them, listening and seeing all that was 
taking place. 


It was also that awe-inspiring dignity that made one word of Moses sufficient to 
cause much confusion among the sorcerers, requiring them to hold secret council, 
magnifying the dangers and motivating one another to remain firm, steady and 
united. 


After all this, they came forward, giving Moses the choice: “Said [the sorcerers]: 
Moses! Either you throw [first], or we shall be the first to throw.” (Verse 65) This is a 
challenge aiming to show a united, powerful front and a commendable degree of 
fairness. Hence, his answer was to accept the challenge: “You throw first.” (Verse 66) 
He allowed them to start and produce whatever they wanted so that he could have 
the final say. And what was the result? They apparently produced a magnificent 
piece of magic, taking the whole multitude by surprise and even affecting Moses. 


“And by virtue of their sorcery, their ropes and staffs seemed to him to be moving rapidly. 
And in his heart Moses became apprehensive.” (Verses 66-67) The Qur'ànic expression, 
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awjasa fi nafsihi khifatan, suggests a truly mighty magic, which filled the whole arena. 
Moses felt fear creep into his heart, even though God was with him hearing and 
seeing everything as it took place. Needless to say, Moses would not have 
entertained any fear unless the whole thing was so awesome that for a moment he 
became oblivious to the fact that he was much stronger. Hence, he needed reminding 
that he relied on a much superior power: 


But We said [to him]: Have no fear! It is you who shall certainly prevail. Now throw 
that which is in your right hand and it shall swallow up all that they have wrought. 
For, they have wrought nothing but a sorcerer’s deceitful trick; and sorcerers can 
never come to any good, whatever they may do. (Verses 68-69) 


You are the one supporting the truth, while they enjoin nothing but falsehood. 
You have the faith, while they have their tricks and craft. You believe in the truth of 
your message, while they have nothing but the reward they hope to receive from 
Pharaoh and the pleasures of this life. You are the one who derives his strength from 
God Almighty while they serve a human creature who will die despite his tyrannical 
power. 


Thus God reassures Moses telling him to have no fear. He further tells him: “Now 
throw that which is in your right hand.” (Verse 69) 


What he has in his hand is not specified so as to give an air of awe. “And it shall 
swallow up all that they have wrought.” (Verse 69) For it is all sorcery and witchcraft. 
Sorcerers can never achieve ultimate success, no matter what they do, what device 
they use or which way they follow. They rely on trickery and deception. There is no 
real substance to what they do. Hence they fare no better than anyone else who 
confronts the truth with false appearances. They may put up quite a show and may 
inspire awe and fear, but then the power of the truth, steady, factual, unboastful, will 
strike. With that blow falsehood will be defeated immediately, left to retreat into 
oblivion. 


Then Moses threw down his staff. The surah describes the magnitude of the 
surprise which then occurred by mentioning how it affected the sorcerers who had 
come full of hope to win the challenge. Only a few moments earlier, their sorcery, 
which was of the highest standard, had generated fear among all the spectators, 
including Moses himself. He, a messenger of God, thought that their ropes and staffs 
turned into snakes, alive and moving rapidly. 


Now the surprise Moses produced completely transformed their feelings and 
thoughts. So much so that words could not express their reaction: “So down fell the 
sorcerers, prostrating themselves, and declared: We do believe in the Lord of Aaron and 
Moses.” (Verse 70) That was like a touch on a very raw nerve, and the whole body is 
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shaken violently. It was like a light being switched on to dispel all darkness. Such 
power is felt by reawakened hearts, filling them, in a split second, with unshakeable 
faith. 


A Tyrant's Threat 


Do tyrants understand this inner reaction? Do they realize how hearts can be 
transformed? With a long history of tyranny and injustice, during which they see 
their subordinates bow to their every command, hasten to fulfil their desire at the 
slightest indication, tyrants forget that it is God who changes hearts and minds. They 
cannot appreciate that when a heart responds to contact with God, the bond is 
complete. The believer, then, derives strength and light from Him alone. Thus, no 
one can subjugate such a believer to his own power. Hence, Pharaoh's reaction: "Said 
[Pharaoh]: Do you believe in him before I have given you permission? Surely, he must be your 
master who has taught you witchcraft! I shall most certainly cut off your hands and feet on 
opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you on the trunks of the palm-trees. You will 
then come to know for certain which of us can inflict a more severe and longer lasting 
punishment.” (Verse 71) 


“Do you believe in him before I have given you permission?” (Verse 71) Such is the 
retort of a tyrant who cannot understand how others feel faith touch their hearts such 
that they cannot turn it away. After all, people’s hearts are, as the Prophet says, held 
between two of God's, the Most Merciful's, fingers and He turns them around as He 
wills. 


"Surely, he must he your master who has taught you witchcraft!" (Verse 71) For 
Pharaoh, this was the only reason for the sorcerer's submission to Moses. He could 
not perceive of faith touching their hearts. He could not understand that God's hand 
had lifted the cover blurring their vision and that they could now see things for what 
they were. 


Pharaoh follows this with the normal kind of threat tyrants use when they feel 
they have no power over others' hearts and souls. They threaten physical torture and 
punishment on those who do not submit to their tyranny: ^I shall most certainly cut off 
your hands and feet on opposite sides, and I shall most certainly crucify you on the trunks of 
the palm-trees." (Verse 71) Arrogant and boastful, he continues with his claims to 
authority and power. His is a Brutal force, ready to tear human bodies apart. Thus 
brute force is utilized to counter solid, logical argument: "You will then come to know 
for certain which of us can inflict a more severe and longer lasting punishment." (Verse 71) 


Hearts Touched by Faith 
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But it was too late for Pharaoh. Faith had touched the hearts of those sorcerers and 
the small, insignificant person within each of them was now in firm contact with the 
great source of real power. Hence, they were now very strong, while all earthly 
powers were weak. Indeed the whole life on earth is too small when compared to the 
broad, bright horizons to which those believing hearts now looked up. All that 
pertains to life on earth is of no consequence: “They answered: Never shall we prefer you 
to all the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor to Him who has brought us into being! 
Decree, then, whatever you are going to decree. You can only decree on what pertains to this 
worldly life. As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, hoping that He may forgive us 
our faults and all that magic to which you have forced us. God is certainly the best and He is 
Everlasting.” (Verses 72-73) 


This is the sort of change faith brings about in the hearts of people who, until a 
moment earlier, were submissive to Pharaoh, considering their highest achievement 
to be close to him, receiving his favours. Now they are ready to confront him with a 
determination that puts his power, throne and wealth in proper perspective: “Never 
shall we prefer you to all the evidence of the truth that has come to us, nor to Him who has 
brought us into being!” (Verse 72) Such evidence is much more precious in our view, 
and God, our Creator, is far dearer to us than anything else. “Decree, then, whatever 
you are going to decree.” (Verse 72) This is a challenge to Pharaoh to do his worst. He 
cannot stop them. “You can only decree on what pertains to this worldly life.” (Verse 72) 


This is as far as Pharaoh’s power extends. They tell him clearly that he has no 
authority over them anywhere other than in this worldly life, which is short, 
momentary and of little value. Whatever punishment he may inflict on them is too 
trivial to be feared by a heart that has established close contact with God and hopes 
to receive His reward in the hereafter. “As for us, we have come to believe in our Lord, 
hoping that He may forgive us our faults and all that magic to which you have forced us.” 
(Verse 73) They tell him that in the past they could not disobey him when he forced 
them to practise magic. Now that they have faith, they hope to be forgiven by God 
who, they realize, is the best and the everlasting. His reward is far more plentiful and 
enjoyed for much longer than any worldly reward. 


The sorcerers who came to believe in God were inspired by their faith to adopt an 
attitude that looked down on Pharaoh and his power: 


He who shall appear before his Lord [on Judgement Day] laden with sin shall be 
consigned to hell, where he shall neither die nor live. But he who shall appear before 
Him as a believer, having done righteous deeds, shall be exalted to the highest ranks, 
abiding in the gardens of Eden, through which running waters flow. Such shall be the 
recompense of those who keep themselves pure. (Verses 74-76) 


Pharaoh had originally threatened them, saying that his punishment was more 
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severe and longer lasting. Their reply provides an image of one who comes on the 
Day of Judgement to meet his Lord, being fully laden with sin. The punishment such 
a person receives is indeed the longer lasting and more painful, because such a 
person “shall be consigned to hell, where he shall neither die nor live.” (Verse 74) He does 
not enjoy the termination of pain that a dead person normally has, nor is he living so 
as to enjoy life’s pleasures. He simply receives a painful punishment that leads to 
neither life nor death. On the opposite side the highest ranks are shown. These are 
the gardens of bliss, irrigated by running waters. Such is “the recompense of those who 
keep themselves pure,” purging themselves of all sin. 


Thus these new believers take no notice of a despot's threats, and instead stand up 
to him with the powerful words of faith. They are profoundly confident, issue a 
warning based on faith and express their hopes based on a newly-found faith. 


This confrontation is recorded in the history of mankind as a declaration of man's 
freedom, after throwing away the shackles of this worldly life, its powers, worries 
and aspirations. No human heart can adopt such a confrontational attitude unless it 
believes in God and relies on His support. 


The Drowning of Pharaoh and His Army 


The curtains are drawn only to lift again on a new scene in Moses’ history. Now 
we see the triumph of faith and truth in practical life, after their victory as an idea 
and belief. What we have seen so far is the triumph of the sign given to Moses over 
sorcery, the new faith in the sorcerers’ hearts over their hopes of gain and fears of 
loss as well as over Pharaoh’s threats and punishment. Now we see a related victory 
for truth over falsehood, guidance over error, and faith over tyranny. All this takes 
place in real life after it has been achieved in people’s consciences. In fact advocates 
of the truth cannot openly demonstrate their high moral ground until they have 
triumphed within themselves over all temptation. 


Truth and faith have a certain reality which, once materialized within one’s 
conscience, finds its way into real life. Should faith remain an outward appearance 
that does not touch the heart, and truth remain a raised slogan that has not sunk 
deep into people’s hearts and minds, then tyranny and falsehood may be victorious. 
They can achieve such a victory with the physical power under their command, one 
which cannot be matched by the mere appearance of faith and slogans of truth. It is 
only when the latter are truly established in hearts and minds that they become 
stronger than the physical might which falsehood and tyranny can muster. This is the 
fact which we clearly see in Moses’ attitude towards the sorcerers and their ploys, 
and later in the sorcerers’ attitude towards Pharaoh and his noblemen. This is the 
prelude to victory as we see in the next scene in the surah. 
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Then We thus inspired Moses: ‘Go forth with My servants by night, and strike out for 
them a dry path through the sea. Have no fear of being overtaken, and dread nothing. 
Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they were overwhelmed by the power of the 
sea. For Pharaoh had led his people astray and had not guided them aright. (Verses 
77-79) 


The surah does not mention here what happened after the confrontation between 
faith and tyranny, nor what measures Pharaoh took against the sorcerers after they 
declared their belief in God, defying his power and tyranny, as well as all earthly 
temptation. It simply paints this scene of total victory so that the triumph in one’s 
own conscience is directly related to triumph in real life. We also see here how God 
provides total care for His servants. By the same token, the surah does not dwell on 
the scene of departure from Egypt, and the standing before the sea, as these are 
painted in detail in other surahs. In fact, it shows the victory scene here without 
preliminaries, because these concerned people’s hearts. 


All we have here is the inspiration given to Moses to depart from Egypt at night 
with the Children of Israel, and to strike out for them a dry path across the sea. We 
see Moses with complete reassurance as he and his followers receive God’s care. 
Thus, he has no fear of his people being overtaken by Pharaoh or of being 
overwhelmed by the parted sea. God’s will which made the sea such a great volume 
of water with all its characteristics is able to part it for a while to give those believers 
a dry path through so as to continue their journey. 


“Pharaoh pursued them with his hosts, but they were overwhelmed by the power of the sea. 
For Pharaoh had led his people astray and had not guided them aright.” (Verses 78-79) Thus 
the surah sums up how Pharaoh and his host were overwhelmed by the sea. It gives 
no further details. In this way, it retains its total effect. We realize that Pharaoh had 
led his people into error in their way of life in the same way as he led them into error 
by pursuing the believers into the sea. In both cases, he led them to utter ruin. 


We prefer not to dwell on the details of what happened to Pharaoh and his people, 
so that we move on with the surah as it relates the story. We will, however, reflect for 
a moment on the lessons that we can derive from this scene. 


When God Intervenes 


It was God who conducted the battle between faith and tyranny. The believers 
were not required to do anything other than follow the inspiration received by Moses 
and to move out at night. The believers were no match for the unbelievers in terms of 
material power. Moses and his men were weak and powerless, while Pharaoh and 
his army held all the material power. Hence, a battle between the two parties could 
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not take place. Therefore, God took over, but only after the truth of faith was fully 
engrained in the hearts of those whose only strength was that which they derived 
from faith. Thus we see the tyrant delivering his threat and warning the believers of 
doom: “I shall most certainly cut off your hands and feet on opposite sides, and I shall most 
certainly crucify you on the trunks of the palm trees.” (Verse 71) To this, the believers, 
with their hearts full of faith, reply: “Decree, then, whatever you are going to decree. You 
can only decree on what pertains to this worldly life.” (Verse 72) 


The simple truth of the matter is that when the battle between faith and tyranny 
reached this level in people’s hearts, God himself took up the banner of truth and 
hoisted it high, leaving the banner of falsehood trampled upon. All this took place 
without the believers exerting any effort whatsoever. 


We also learn from this account that when the Children of Israel accepted the 
humiliation Pharaoh imposed on them, by virtue of his persecution campaign, killing 
their men and sparing their women, God did not interfere on their side. They simply 
accepted their subjugation, fearing Pharaoh and his power. But when faith was 
paramount in the hearts of those who believed in Moses and his message, and when 
they were ready to withstand the torture with their heads held high, declaring their 
rejection of Pharaoh and their belief in God, then God intervened and conducted the 
battle. Thus, victory was achieved on the battlefield as it was earlier achieved within 
their hearts and souls. 


Such is the lesson driven home in this surah as it portrays the two scenes in quick 
succession, without dwelling on further detail. This is what people of faith should 
understand, so that they know when to expect God’s help to achieve their victory. 


The Price for God's Intervention 


Yet to those who were saved and granted victory a reminder and a warning are 
given so that they do not forget or abandon their most important weapon: 


Children of Israel! We saved you from your enemy, and then We made a covenant 
with you on the right flank of Mount Sinai. We sent down manna and quails for you. 
Eat of the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, 
lest you should incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself 
into utter ruin; but I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, believes and 
does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path. (Verses 80-82) 


They have passed the danger zone and have surged on towards Mount Sinai, 
leaving Pharaoh and his army drowned. Their deliverance was a recent event which 
they remember well, but it is recorded here as a reminder, so that they may give 
thanks. 
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The appointment at the right hand side of Mount Sinai is mentioned here as 
though it is an accomplished event, when it was a meeting for which Moses had to 
prepare himself for over a period of forty nights. He would then receive the tablets 
and the laws recorded therein. This was a law to regulate the lives of the people 
entrusted with a mission in the Holy Land after their departure from Egypt. 


The fact that they were given manna, a sweet type of food that gathers on leaves, 
and quails, a type of bird that is easy to catch and eat, was another aspect of God’s 
grace, of His taking care of them in the barren desert where they found themselves. 
God was looking after them, even to the point of providing them with their daily 
food, and in such a way that required no hard effort. 


God reminds them of all these favours and warns them against transgression, in 
the form of indulgence in physical pleasure and neglect of the duties they left Egypt 
to fulfil. God is preparing for them an assignment which they must undertake. The 
Arabic word used here for transgression, tatghaw, is the same word that signifies the 
tyranny they experienced in their very recent past. Hence, they are warned: “Eat of 
the wholesome things which We have provided for you and do not transgress, lest you should 
incur My wrath. He that incurs My wrath has indeed thrown himself into utter ruin.” 
(Verse 81) Pharaoh had thrown himself into such ruin only recently, falling off his 
throne and drowning in the sea. To experience such ruin is to fall from high, which 
contrasts with tyranny that exalts the tyrant and assumes for him a high position of 
power. The Qur’an here juxtaposes such contrasting elements in word and meaning 
to achieve both heightened effect and perfect harmony. 


With this warning against indulgence in easy pleasures and neglect of the task 
assigned for them, the door for repentance is left open for anyone who slips so that 
he may return to the proper path. “But I certainly forgive all sins for anyone who repents, 
believes and does righteous deeds, and thereafter keeps to the right path.” (Verse 82) 


Repentance is not merely a word we say with our mouths. It is a resolve in one’s 
mind that manifests itself in strong faith and good deeds, as well as practical 
behaviour. So when faith is settled in a person's heart, faith is purged of all alien 
traces, and confirmed by good deeds. In this way, man sets himself on the right path, 
guided by faith and benefiting by the guarantee provided by good action. Achieving 
guidance is shown here as the result of strong faith and determined action. 


Thus ends the scene of victory and the comments the surah has to make on it. The 
curtains fall and lift again to show us the second scene of an address made directly to 
God by the side of Mount Sinai. 


Promises Fulfilled or Broken 
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God has appointed a time for Moses to meet Him at the Mount after forty days, 
when he would be given the commandments outlining the tasks his people have to 
fulfil after the victory they were given. Victory carries with it its own responsibilities, 
as does faith. Hence, it was necessary for Moses to be psychologically prepared and 
ready to receive God’s commandments. 


Thus, Moses went up the Mount, leaving his people at the bottom, after asking his 
brother Aaron to deputize for him. Moses longed dearly for this encounter, when he 
would stand in front of his Lord and address Him. He had had this experience once 
before and was keen to experience it again. Hence, he made haste to stand in the 
presence of his Lord. He was however totally unaware of what his people had 
perpetrated after he had left. 


His Lord tells him the news, pointing out what has taken place. The scene is 
shown to us and we listen to the conversation: 


[And God said]: Now what has caused you, Moses, to leave your people behind in so 
great a haste?’ He answered: ‘They are treading in my footsteps, while I have hastened 
to You, my Lord, so that You might be well pleased with me.’ Said He: ‘Then [know 
that] in your absence We have put your people to a test, and the Samiriy has led them 
astray.’ (Verses 83-85) 


Thus Moses is faced with a terrible shock. He was in haste to meet his Lord, after 
forty days of diligent preparation, eager to listen to His directives and 
commandments which would constitute the basis of the new way of life for the 
Children of Israel. It was to be a way of life suited for a community that had been 
freed from the shackles of subjugation so that it would become the bearer of a divine 
message. 


The long period they had spent in subjugation and humiliation under Pharaoh’s 
rule and his idolatrous beliefs had had a damaging effect on the nature of the 
Israelites. Their ability to withstand the difficulties that attend the fulfilment of a 
hard task, and to remain true to their promises in the face of hardship, was certainly 
suspect. Psychologically, they suffered an impairment which made them always 
keen to have a comfortable life, even if this meant a willingness to be led without 
troubling to think. No sooner did Moses leave them under Aaron’s stewardship than 
they allowed their faith to collapse at the first hurdle. Hence, they needed repeated 
tests and trials in a process of psychological rebuilding. The first test to which they 
were subjected was that of the golden calf which the Samiriy had produced. “In your 
absence We have put your people to a test, and the Samiriy has led them astray.” (Verse 85) 
Moses did not know about this test until his appointment with his Lord. 


The surah sums up the scene of the direct address between God and Moses very 
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briefly in order to describe Moses’ reaction to what he learnt, his speedy return, his 
anger and his sorrow. How could his people do this after God had saved them from 
humiliating subjugation by tyrannical idolatry, and favoured them with easy 
provisions and care in the desert? He had only very recently reminded them of God’s 
favours, warning them against going astray. Yet now they follow the first one to call 
them back to paganism and the worship of a call? 


The surah does not tell us any details about how they were led to this situation. It 
moves on to the scene of Moses hurriedly returning to his people. However, the way 
this is described tells us something of these details. Moses has returned, angry, sad, 
remonstrating with his people and scolding his brother. He must have known the 
magnitude of their ghastly deed: 


Thus Moses returned to his people full of wrath and sorrow: My people,’ he said, Did 
not your Lord hold out a goodly promise to you? Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this 
promise seem to you too long in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord's 
condemnation fall upon you, and so you broke your promise to me?' They answered: 
"We did not break our promise to you of our own free-will, but we were loaded with 
the burdens of the [Egyptian] people's ornaments, and so we threw them [into the 
fire], and likewise this Samiriy threw.' Thus he produced for them the effigy of a calf 
which made a lowing sound. “This,” they said, ‘is your deity and the deity of Moses; 
but he has forgotten. Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, 
and that it could neither harm nor benefit them? And, indeed, Aaron had said to them 
earlier: My people! You are but being tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is 
the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I bid you.’ But they had replied: ‘By no 
means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back to us.’ (Verses 86-91) 


Such was the trial to which the Israelites were put. It is revealed to us as Moses 
confronts his people. It is not reported in the scene of the meeting between Moses 
and his Lord. It is left to the scene of inquiry undertaken by Moses upon his return. 


Justifying Deliberate Error 


Enraged and full of sorrow, Moses asked his people: “Did not your Lord hold out a 
goodly promise to you?” (Verse 86) God had promised them victory and to enter the 
Holy Land as a community believing in His oneness. Only very recently had they 
witnessed the initial steps towards the complete fulfilment of this promise. Hence, he 
remonstrated with them: “Did, then, [the fulfilment of] this promise seem to you too long 
in coming? Or are you determined to see your Lord’s condemnation fall upon you?” (Verse 
86) Their action was akin to that perpetrated by one who wants to bring God’s 
condemnation on his head, so he wilfully and deliberately does what incurs it. Moses 
asked them if this was why they broke their promise to him to maintain the path he 
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had shown them until his return. 


They gave him a singular excuse which exposed the effects on their mentality of 
their long time living in subservience. It is a ludicrous excuse: “We did not break our 
promise to you of our own free-will.” (Verse 87) It was beyond our ability and control. 
“But we were loaded with the burdens of the [Egyptian] people’s ornaments, and so we threw 
them [into the fire].” (Verse 87) They had carried with them loads of jewellery 
borrowed from Egyptian women. Now they say they wanted to get rid of all these 
because they were taken unlawfully. The Samiriy took these gold articles and made 
of them the golden calf. The Samiriy was either a man from Samaria accompanying 
them or one of them known by this appellation. When he made the calf, he purposely 
placed some holes in it, so that when the wind blew, it produced a lowing sound, 
despite the fact that it had no life or soul. It was merely an inanimate object. But no 
sooner did they see such a golden calf making such a noise than they forgot their true 
Lord who had saved them from their humiliation. Most stupidly and inexcusably 
they started to worship the calf, repeating the ludicrous statement that Moses had 
been misled when he went to the mountain looking for his deity, while the deity was 
there with them, as they claimed. They said: “This is your deity and the deity of Moses; 
but he has forgotten.” (Verse 88) 


Their stupid remarks also detract from the position of their prophet, Moses, who 
was the one to accomplish their salvation under God’s guidance. What they said 
about the calf alleged that Moses had no guiding relationship with his Lord. Hence, 
he did not know how to find Him, taking the wrong path and looking for him in the 
wrong place. 


Yet they were fooled by a simple trick, which they should have easily recognized 
for what it was. “Why! Did they not see that it could not give them any response, and that it 
could neither harm nor benefit them?” (Verse 89) It was not even a living calf that could 
hear them and respond in the way that cows and calves respond. It could not aspire 
to the status of an ordinary animal. It could not bring them the least harm or benefit, 
not even fighting with its horns or drawing water from a stream. 


Moreover, Aaron, their other prophet who deputized for his brother Moses, their 
saviour, had given them honest and sincere advice, pointing out to them that it was 
all a test: “And, indeed, Aaron had said to them earlier: My people! You are but being 
tempted to evil by this calf. Your only Lord is the Most Merciful! Follow me, then, and do as I 
bid you.” (Verse 90) He assured them that the proper course for them to take was to 
follow him as they had promised Moses. He told them that Moses was certain to 
return when his Lord had finished His business with him. Rather than follow his 
advice, they evaded their responsibility and abandoned their commitment to obey 
their prophets, saying: “By no means shall we cease worshipping it until Moses comes back 
to us.” (Verse 91) 
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Thus Moses returned, sorrowful and angry. He listened to his people’s excuses 
which revealed the extent of their twisted logic. In his anger, he turned to his brother 
dragging him by his head and beard, crying in his anger: “Aaron, what has prevented 
you, when you saw that they had gone astray, from following me? Why have you disobeyed 
me?” (Verses 92-93) He scolded him for allowing them to worship the calf without 
taking effective action to prevent them. But Aaron was merely obeying his brother’s 
orders when he had told him not to do anything serious until he returned. Did 
Aaron, then, disobey his brother by doing so? 


The surah has already stated Aaron’s attitude. Now he explains to his brother what 
he did, trying to calm his fury and awaken his compassion. He reminds him of their 
close relationship: "'Son of my mother,’ he replied, do not seize me by my beard, or by my 
head! I was afraid that you might say: You have caused a split among the Israelites and did 
not wait for my orders.” (Verse 94) 


Mh 


Here we find Aaron to be far more in control of his emotions. He touches on a 
tender point in Moses’ feelings, reminding him of their being siblings. He also 
explains to him that he simply wished to do what his brother had bid him. He feared 
that should he adopt strong measures the Children of Israel might split into factions, 
some worshipping the calf, and others following his advice. Since his brother wanted 
him to take care of them all, keeping them together, he felt that his attitude was 
simply one of following the orders he had been given. 


Temptation of the Golden Calf 


Now Moses addresses all his anger to the Samiriy, the perpetrator of the whole 
trouble. He did not speak to him first because the people themselves should have 
known better than to follow someone who came up with an outrageous idea. Aaron, 
as their trusted leader, was also responsible for making sure that they did not slip, 
should they be faced with temptation. The Samiriy takes less importance, since he 
did not use brute force to compel them to follow his lead, nor did he cast a screen 
over their faculties of thinking. He simply presented a temptation and they fell for it. 
They could very easily have remained true to the guidance of their first prophet, 
Moses, and benefited by the counsel of their second prophet, Aaron. Hence, 
responsibility lay with them in the first place, then with their leader, and finally with 
the perpetrator of the trouble. 


“Said [Moses]: What is then your case, Samiriy?” (Verse 95) How come all this has 
happened because of you? The way the question is phrased is indicative of the 
seriousness of the whole affair. 


He answered: I have gained insight into something which they were unable to see; and 
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so I took a handful of dust from the trail of the messenger and flung it away; for thus 
has my mind prompted me to act. (Verse 96) 


There are countless reports that try to explain the Samiriy’s answer: What did he 
see? Who was the messenger of whose trail he took a handful? What did this have to 
do with the calf he made and how did throwing this handful affect the calf he made? 
It is frequently mentioned in these reports that he saw Gabriel the angel in the form 
he takes when he descends to earth. So he took a handful of dust from underneath 
his foot or his horse’s hoof and threw the dust at the golden calf to produce the 
lowing sound, or that this was the cause behind making the jewellery into a lowing 
calf. 


The Qur’an does not tell us here what really happened; it simply quotes what the 
Samiriy said. We are inclined to consider this an excuse the Samiriy concocted in 
order to evade responsibility for what actually happened. We feel that it was he who 
made the calf out of the jewellery the Israelites threw away, having taken it 
deceptively and unlawfully from the Egyptian women. As he made it, he deliberately 
ensured that as the wind went through its hollow inside it produced such a noise. 
When questioned about it, he sought an excuse, hence his suggestion that he had 
seen Gabriel and took a handful of his trail. 


Be that as it may, Moses punished him by expelling him for life from the Israelite 
community, leaving his destiny in the hereafter to God Almighty. He further took a 
strong and effective measure concerning the deity he had made with his own hands, 
aiming to show his people that it was an inanimate object, unable to protect its maker 
or to save itself: “Said [Moses]: Begone, then! It shall be your lot to say throughout your 
life, Do not touch me.’ But you shall be faced with a destiny from which you shall have no 
escape. Now look at this deity of yours to whose worship you have become so devoted: we shall 
most certainly burn it, and then scatter it far and wide over the sea.” (Verse 97) 


Thus the Samiriy was ostracized: no one could go near him either to harm or 
benefit him. Nor was he allowed to touch anyone either. This was one of the 
penalties prescribed in Moses’ faith: expelling the offender and ostracizing him to the 
extent that no one went near him. The other aspect is that of God’s punishment at 
His own time. 


Still angry and furious, Moses ordered the calf to be burnt, cast away and its ashes 
thrown in the sea. Such a strong action seems to be a characteristic of Moses. In this 
instance, however, his anger is in defence of God’s faith. In such a situation, strong 
action is commendable. 


With the false deity being burnt and blown away, Moses declared the basic 
principle of true faith: “Your only deity is God, other than whom there is no deity. His 
knowledge encompasses all things.” (Verse 98) 
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With this declaration we come to the end of the story of Moses as related in this 
surah. The overriding tone here is that of the grace God bestows on His servants, His 
care and forgiveness, even when they err. The surah does not add any other episode 
of Moses’ history, because subsequent events tell of the punishment God metes out 
to them for their sinful and corrupt ways. The overall atmosphere of this surah is one 
of mercy, compassion and grace, and later episodes do not fit with such an 
atmosphere. 
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Man's Long Drawn Battle 


Thus do We relate to you some of the history of 
past events, and thus have We given you, out of 
Our grace, a reminder. (99) 


All who shall turn away from it will certainly 
bear a heavy burden on the Day of Resurrection. 
(100) 


For ever shall they bear i; and grievous for them 
will be its weight on the Day of Resurrection, 
(101) 


the day when the Trumpet is blown. For on that 
day We shall assemble all the guilty ones, their 
eyes dimmed [by terror], (102) 


whispering to one another, You have spent but 
ten days on earth.’ (103) 


We know best what they mill be saying when the 
most perceptive of them shall say: You have spent 
there but one day!’ (104) 
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They ask you about the mountains. Say: My 
Lord will scatter them far and wide, (105) 


and leave the earth level and bare, (106) 


nith no curves or ruggedness to be seen. (107) 


On that day, all will follow the summoning voice 

from which there will be no escape. All sounds 
will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you 
wil hear nothing but a faint sough in the air. 
(108) 


On that day, intercession will be of no avail to 
any except a person in whose case the Most 
Merciful will have granted permission, and whose 
word He will have accepted. (109) 


He knows all that hes open before them and all 
that is hidden from them, whereas they cannot 
have thorough knowledge of Fim. (110) 


Al faces shall be humbled before the Ever- 
Living, the Self- Subsisting Lord; and undone 
shall be he who is burdened with evildoing; (111) 


but anyone who will have done righteous deeds, 
being a believer, need have no fear of being 
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wronged or deprived. (112) 


And thus have We bestowed from on high the 
Quran in the Arabic tongue, and have given in 
it many facets to all manner of warnings, so that 
they may be God-fearing or that it may be for 
them a source of remembrance. (113) 


Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate 
Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. Be not in haste 
with the Ouran before it has been revealed to you 
in full, but always say: ‘My Lord, increase my 
knowledge. (114) 


Long ago, We made a covenant with Adam; but 
he forgot it, and We found him lacking in 
_jurmness of purpose. (115) 


And when We said to the angels, Prostrate 
yourselves before Adam,’ they all prostrated them- 
selves; except Ibhs, who refused. (116) 


‘Adam,’ We said, ‘this ts indeed a foe to you and 
_your wife; so let him not drive tbe two of you out of 
the Garden, for then you will be plunged into 


afliction. (117) 


It ts guaranteed that you shall not hunger here or 
jee naked, (118) 


and you shall not thirst here or suffer from the 
blazing sun. (119) 


But Satan whispered to him, saying: ‘Adam, 
shall I lead you to the tree of life eternal, and to a 
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kingdom that will never decay?’ (120) 


They both ate of its fruit; and thereupon their 
shameful parts became visible to them, and they 
began to cover themselves with pieced-together 
heaves from the Garden. Thus did Adam disobey 
his Lord, and thus cid he stray into error. (121) 


Then his Lord elected him [for His grace], 
accepted his repentance, and bestowed His 
guidance upon him. (122) 


Get down, both of you, and be out of tt; He 
said, ‘each of you shall be an enemy fo the other. 
When guidance shall come to you from Me, he 
who follows My guidance will not go astray, nor 
will he suffer misery; (123) 


but he who turns away from My message shall 
have a straitened life and We shall raise him up 
blind on the Day of Resurrection.’ (124) 


Lord,’ he will say, why have You raised me up 
blind, while I was endowed with sight?’ (125) 


He mill rph: Thus it is: Our revelations were 
brought to you, but you were oblivious to them. So 
today shall you be consigned to oblivion.’ (126) 


For thus shall We reward him who transgresses 
and does not believe in his Lord's revelations. 
Indeed the suffering in the hfe to come shall be 
most severe and most enduring, (127) 


Can they not see how many generations We have 
destroyed before their time? They walk. about in 
the very places where they dwelt. In this there are 
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signs for people of wisdom. (128) 


Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord 
already gone forth, setting a term, their destruction 
would have been inescapable. (129) 


Hence, bear with patience whatever they may say, 
and extol your Lond's limitless glory and praise 
Fim before the rising of the sun and before its 
setting, and extol His glory, too, during the hours 
of the night as well as during the hours of the day, 
so that you may attain a state of contentment. 
(130) 


Do not turn your eyes covetously tovards whatever 
splendour of this world’s hfe We have allowed 
many of them to enjoy in order that We may test 
them thereby. Whatever provisions your Lord 
may give are indeed better and longer lasting, 
(131) 


Enjoin prayer on your people, and be diligent in 
its observance. We do not ask you for amy 
provisions. It is We who provide for you. The 
future belongs to the God-fearing. (132) 


They say: Why does he not bring us a sten from 
his Lord?’ Has there not come to them a dear 
evidence of the truth in the earlier scriptures? 
(133) 


Had We destroyed them nith a calamity before 
his coming, they would have said, ‘Our Lord, if 
only You had sent us a Messenger, we would 
have followed Your revelations rather than be 
humiliated and disgraced.” (134) 
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Say: Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if © U el 
ou will You will certainly come to know who = 

has followed the even path, and who has been 

nightly guided.’ (135) 





Overview 


The surah started with a discussion on the Qur’an, making it clear that the purpose 
of its revelation to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was not that he 
might be afflicted by it. Part of the Qur’an covers the story of Moses and how it 
reflects the care God took of Moses, his brother Aaron and their people. Now that the 
story has been told, the surah resumes speaking about the Qur’an, the role it is 
intended to play and the fate which is bound to be suffered by those who turn their 
backs to it. This fate is shown in a scene of the Day of Judgement in which the days of 
this present life are seen to be infinitesimal, the earth loses its mountains and is seen 
flat and bare; sounds are hushed before God the Most Merciful; and faces are 
humbled before God, the Ever-Living. This scene, and the warnings made in the 
Qur’an, are intended to arouse feelings of God- consciousness, reminding people of 
their relationship with God. This passage concludes by giving the Prophet renewed 
comfort with respect to the Qur’an which was being revealed to him. He must not 
hasten to repeat its words during the process of receiving it as he used to do fearing 
that he might forget some parts of it. He need not entertain any such fear, because 
God has taken it upon Himself to preserve the Qur’an and make it easy for recitation 
and study. In this context, the Prophet is instructed to pray to God to give him more 
knowledge. 


Since the Prophet was keen to repeat the Qur’anic revelations as they were given 
to him, for fear of forgetting them, the surah mentions how Adam forgot God’s 
covenant. This is followed by the declaration of hostility between him and Satan, 
stating the different ends of the people who remember their covenant with God and 
those who forget it. These two different ends are shown in one of the scenes of the 
Day of Resurrection the Qur’an portrays, as though the Day gives the end of the 
journey which started in heaven and aims to return there. 


The surah concludes with fine touches aiming to comfort the Prophet so that he is 
not afflicted by those who deny the truth of his message or those who turn away 
from it. They have their appointed term. He should not attach any importance to the 
worldly riches they may have been given, because this is all a test which they have to 
pass. 
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Instead, he should be more preoccupied with his worship and with glorifying and 
praising God so that he can find reassurance and contentment. Generations were 
destroyed before these and they provided the example and the warning, but God 
now willed to send them His last Messenger so that they had no excuse for rejecting 
the truth. Since they turned away from him, he should leave them alone to face their 
inevitable end: “Say: Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if you will. You will certainly 
come to know who has followed the even path, and who has been rightly guided.” (Verse 135) 


Reasons for Qur'anic History 


Thus do We relate to you some of the history of past events; and thus have We given 
you, out of Our grace, a reminder. All who shall turn away from it will certainly bear 
a heavy burden on the Day of Resurrection. For ever shall they bear it; and grievous 
for them will be its weight on the Day of Resurrection, the day when the Trumpet is 
blown. For on that day We shall assemble all the guilty ones, their eyes dimmed [by 
terror], whispering to one another, ‘You have spent but ten days on earth.’ We know 
best what they will be saying when the most perceptive of them shall say: “You have 
spent there but one day!’ (Verses 99-104) 


Just as Moses’ history is related in the Qur’an, so do We also relate other past 
events. The Qur’an is described here as ‘a reminder’, because it reminds us of God, 
His signs and messages, as well as other signs given to people of old. 


Those who turn away from this reminder are described here as guilty, and they 
are shown in a scene from the Day of Judgement. We see them carrying their 
burdens like a traveller carries his luggage, but theirs are foul, troublesome burdens. 
When the trumpet is blown to gather all creatures, the guilty come forward with blue 
faces showing their grief and worry. Terrified, they speak to one another in whispers: 
they cannot raise their voices. All this describes the fear that overwhelms them at 
that moment when all the dead are raised. But what is the subject of their whispers? 
They simply try to guess the duration of their life on earth, for that life has become so 
short in their view that they imagine it to have lasted only a few days. Some of them 
say: “You have spent but ten days on earth.” (Verse 103) However, those with a better 
judgement and a more accurate view feel life on earth to have been much shorter 
than that. They tell the others: “You have spent there but one day.” (Verse 104) 


Thus their life on earth, with all its pleasures, comforts, grief and worries, shrinks 
into insignificance. It lasted only a brief period of time, and was of little value to 
anyone. For what is the value of ten days, even when they bring all sorts of 
happiness and enjoyment? And what price may be attached to one night, even 
though its every minute was one of pleasure and happiness? How could these 
compare with the endless time which awaits them after the Day of Resurrection? 
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All Submit to God 


This awesome scene is further enhanced by returning to a question they had asked 
during their life on earth about the mountains and what would happen to them. The 
answer vividly describes the state of fear in which they find themselves: 


They ask you about the mountains. Say: ‘My Lord will scatter them far and wide, and 
leave the earth level and bare, with no curves or ruggedness to be seen. On that day, 
all will follow the summoning voice from which there will be no escape. All sounds 
will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will hear nothing but a faint sough 
in the air. On that day, intercession will be of no avail to any except a person in whose 
case the Most Merciful will have granted permission, and whose word He will have 
accepted. He knows all that lies open before them and all that is hidden from them, 
whereas they cannot have thorough knowledge of Him. All faces shall be humbled 
before the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsisting Lord; and undone shall be he who is 
burdened with evildoing; but anyone who will have done righteous deeds, being a 
believer, need have no fear of being wronged or deprived.’ (Verses 105-112) 


These images come clearly to our eyes, and we see the great mountains, which we 
have known to be firmly rooted and stable, being blown and scattered. They are 
raised no more; indeed they are flat, level with no curves or any rugged surface. The 
whole earth is flat, level, having neither hills nor valleys. 


But after the blowing away of the mountains, the storm dies down and the 
gathered multitudes listen attentively. Every movement and every little sound is 
hushed. They all listen to the voice that calls them to group together, and they follow 
its commands submissively, acting promptly, turning neither here nor there. This is a 
totally different reaction from the one they showed in this life when they were called 
on to follow divine guidance, but they turned away and refused. We note the perfect 
harmony of expression when the response to the summoning voice is total, with no 
escape, while the old mountains are now part of the flat, level earth that has no curve 
or elevation. 


This is followed by a state of perfect silence, with no sound to be heard: “All 
sounds will be hushed before the Most Merciful, and you will hear nothing but a faint sough 
in the air... All faces shall be humbled before the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsisting Lord.” 
(Verses 108 and 111) 


The whole scene is majestic, whereas the whole place, vast and infinite, is still, 
silent, and quiet. Whenever anyone speaks, they only whisper. Questions are raised 
very quietly, for all feel their humility. God’s majesty imparts an air of great 
reverence. No one can intercede except a person whose words are acceptable to God. 
All knowledge belongs to God, while creatures cannot have full knowledge of Him. 
The wrongdoers will be burdened with the wrongs they have perpetrated, which 
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will lead them to ruin, while the believers are reassured, fearing no injustice or lack 
of appreciation of their good works. The whole scene is one of great majesty, 
witnessed by God, the Most-Merciful. 


And thus have We bestowed from on high the Qur’an in the Arabic tongue, and have 
given in it many facets to all manner of warnings, so that they may be God-fearing or 
that it may be for them a source of remembrance.” (Verse 113) 


It is in the same pattern that the Qur'àn gives a whole variety of warnings, 
painting scenes of awesome and reverential fear to remind those who reject its 
message of what they will face in the life to come. Perhaps they will take heed, or 
realize that they need to act before it is too late. Hence, at the beginning of the surah 
God says to His Messenger: “We did not bestow this Qur’an on you from on high to cause 
you distress, but only as an admonition to the God-fearing.” (Verses 2-3) 


At the beginning of his message, the Prophet used to repeat the words of God's 
revelations before the angel had finished them. He did so because he was very keen 
that he should not forget a word. This was not easy for him. Hence, his Lord 
reassures him that he will not forget what is entrusted to him. 


"Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. Be not in haste 
with the Qur'an before it has been revealed to you in full, but always say: My Lord, increase 
my knowledge.’” (Verse 114) Most sublime is God, the true King of the whole universe. 
Before Him all heads are hung down, and all perpetrators of injustice are powerless, 
while believers who have done well are reassured. It is He who has bestowed this 
Qur'àn from on high. Therefore, you, Muhammad, need not hasten to repeat its 
words. He has sent it down for a definite purpose, and He will not allow it to be lost. 
All you need to do is to pray to Him for increased knowledge, reassured that what 
He has given you will not be taken away. True knowledge is that imparted by God. It 
is a knowledge that lingers, brings benefit, yields good fruits and is never wasted. 


Man's Lack of Purpose 


The surah gives a brief account of Adam's story, when he forgot the commitment 
he made to God. When he was tempted by the prospect of immortality, he yielded, 
listening to Satan and his promptings. This was a test which God wanted him to go 
through before he was placed in charge of the earth. It also provided an example of 
what Satan can do, so that Adam's offspring would learn the lesson. When the test 
was completed, God bestowed His mercy on Adam, assigning his role to him, and 
providing him with guidance. 


Every story related in the Qur'àn is made to fit with the context in which it is 
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given. In this surah, Adam’s story follows soon after the reference to the Prophet's 
hasty repetition of Qur’anic revelations, for fear of forgetting them. Hence, Adam’s 
forgetting of his commitment is referred to at the outset. Moreover, the story is given 
in a surah which reveals many aspects of God’s grace bestowed on those chosen 
servants whom He places under His care. Therefore, in this story the point is made 
that God chose Adam, accepted his repentance and provided him with guidance. 
This is followed by a scene of the Day of Resurrection portraying the two different 
ends of God's obedient servants on the one hand and, on the other, those who persist 
in disobedience. This is shown like a journey back from earth to the first abode where 
everyone is given their rightful reward. Let us now look at the story as it is related in 
this surah. 


“Long ago, We made a covenant with Adam; but he forgot it, and We found him lacking in 
firmness of purpose.” (Verse 115) God’s covenant with Adam was that he could eat of 
all the fruits in the Garden except for one tree that represented the prohibition 
necessary to strengthen willpower, assert one’s personality and liberate oneself of the 
oppressive pressure of desire. All this is necessary to give the human soul the 
freedom to do without its supposed needs, so that it is not enslaved by desire. This is 
indeed the true measure of human excellence. Whenever man’s will weakens under 
the pressure of desire, he sinks closer to the level of animals. 


Hence, God so tested man initially in order to prepare him for his role of building 
human life on earth. Thus the test is seen to be part of God’s grace which He bestows 
on man in abundance: his power to resist temptation is alerted and enhanced. His 
eyes are opened to the struggle awaiting him between the pleasures raised before 
him by Satan and his will to honour his commitment to God. The results of this first 
test are made public: “He forgot it [i.e. his commitment], and We found him lacking in 
firmness of purpose." (Verse 115) The result is declared before the details of the test 
have been given. 


“And when We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves before Adam,' they all prostrated 
themselves; except Iblis, who refused.” (Verse 116) This first episode of the story is given 
in very general terms, without the details given in other surahs. The general context 
here is one of mercy, care and blessings. Hence, these aspects are brought forth very 
quickly: “Adam,’ We said, ‘this is indeed a foe to you and your wife; so let him not drive the 
two of you out of the Garden, for then you will be plunged into affliction. It is guaranteed that 
you shall not hunger here or feel naked, and you shall not thirst here or suffer from the 
blazing sun.” (Verses 117-119) 


We see how God takes care to alert Adam to the wicked designs employed by his 
enemy, warning him against Satan’s treachery, after he disobeyed God’s command to 
prostrate himself before Adam. The warning is very precise, showing the inevitable 
result of listening to Satan and his promptings: “Let him not drive the two of you out of 
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the Garden, for then you will be plunged into affliction.” (Verse 117) Once Adam is 
thrown out of heaven, all he will have is affliction: hard labour, going astray, worry, 
indecision, endless waiting, agony, deprivation, etc. As long as he is in Paradise, he is 
immune to all affliction: “It is guaranteed that you shall not hunger here or feel naked, and 
you shall not thirst here or suffer from the blazing sun.” (Verses 118-119) All that man 
needs is available in plenty in Paradise, which means that man should ensure he 
stays there. We note here how hunger and nakedness are shown to be parallel to 
thirst and intense heat. These four represent man's initial concerns as he tries to find 
food, clothing, drink and shade. 


Adam however was without experience. Moreover, he was burdened by 
weakness, such as his desire for survival and his other desire to feel himself 
powerful. It was through these weaknesses that Satan was able to tempt him: "But 
Satan whispered to him, saying: Adam, shall I lead you to the tree of life eternal, and to a 
kingdom that will never decay?" (Verse 120) 


We see here how Satan touches Adam's raw nerve. Man's life and power are 
limited. Hence, he longs for survival and lasting power. These two desires provided 
Satan with suitable openings. As we have said, Adam had all human weaknesses 
planted in him for a definite purpose. Hence, he forgot his commitment and 
transgressed the permitted limits: “They both ate of its fruit; and thereupon their shameful 
parts became visible to them, and they began to cover themselves with pieced-together leaves 
from the Garden. Thus did Adam disobey his Lord, and thus did he stray into error.” (Verse 
121) 


It appears that what Adam and his wife saw were their genitals, which had thus 
far been covered. This is the more likely explanation, since they started to cover 
themselves again, piecing together leaves from the trees in heaven. On the other 
hand, the expression may mean that their action aroused their sexual desire. Prior to 
sexual feelings, man does not feel any shame in leaving his private parts exposed. 
Indeed, he may not be aware of them unless he feels such urges. It is then that he 
experiences shame and feels too shy to expose himself. 


It may be that the tree was forbidden to Adam and his wife because its fruits could 
awaken their sexual desire. Perhaps it was intended to leave this desire dormant for a 
time. It could be, on the other hand, that their forgetting of their commitment to God 
and their disobedience of His orders resulted in a weakening of their willpower and 
a break of their bond with the Lord Creator, giving way to the emergence of sexual 
and reproductive desires. It is only in this way that man can extend his life beyond 
his own term. All these are possible explanations for the association between their 
eating of the forbidden tree and their becoming aware of their nakedness. The Qur’an 
does not say, “their shameful parts became visible”; rather, these parts became 
visible “to them”. This suggests that these parts were screened from them and then 
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became exposed through their own inner feelings. In another surah the Qur’an says: 
“Satan whispered to them both, so that he might show them their nakedness, of which they 
had previously been unaware.” (7: 20) “[Satan] stripped them of their garment in order to 
make them aware of their nakedness.” (7: 27) Perhaps the clothing that Satan removed 
was not physical, but rather, a protective feeling of innocence, purity and closeness to 
God. These are mere hypotheses which we neither emphasize nor give weight to. We 
state them only to make the first human experience with temptation clearer. 


But God extended His grace to Adam and his wife after he had disobeyed Him. 
This was only the first experience: “Then his Lord elected him [for His grace], accepted his 
repentance, and bestowed His guidance upon him.” (Verse 122) Realizing the enormity of 
his error, Adam repented and sought God’s forgiveness, but this is not mentioned 
here in order to leave God’s grace to be seen most clearly. 


Drawing the Lines of Battle 


The order was then given to the two combatants to descend to earth, which would 
be the battleground in this long-lasting war: “Get down, both of you, and be out of it; 
each of you shall be an enemy to the other.” (Verse 123) Thus, the enmity was declared 
the whole world over. This means that there is no excuse for Adam and his progeny. 
None can claim to have been taken unawares. Everyone knows the score and the 
unabating hostility. The whole universe is aware of it: “Each of you shall be an enemy to 
the other.” (Verse 123) 


Along with this declaration which resounded throughout the heavens and the 
earth, and which was witnessed by all the angels, God has willed, out of His grace, to 
send His messengers bringing guidance to mankind, before He punishes them for 
their sins. Thus, at the same time He alerts His servants to this enmity between 
Adam and Satan, He announces to them that He will provide them with guidance. 
He will then give them their reward according to whether they follow His guidance 
or reject it: 


When guidance shall come to you from Me, he who follows My guidance will not go 
astray, nor will he suffer misery; but he who turns away from My message shall have 
a straitened lift and We shall raise him up blind on the Day of Resurrection. ‘Lord,’ he 
will say, ‘why have You raised me up blind, while I was endowed with sight?’ He will 
reply: ‘Thus it is: Our revelations were brought to you, but you were oblivious to 
them. So today shall you be consigned to oblivion. ‘For thus shall We reward him who 
transgresses and does not believe in his Lord’s revelations. Indeed the suffering in the 
life to come shall be most severe and most enduring. (Verses 123-127) 


This promise of the guidance mankind will receive from God is made immediately 
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after Adam's story, as though it constitutes a part of it. It is declared there in heaven 
at the conclusion of the story. It is, then, final, determined long ago, admitting no 
cancellation or amendment. 


"He who follows My guidance will not go astray, nor will he suffer misery." (Verse 123) 
When human beings follow divine guidance, they are immune from going astray and 
suffering misery. Both eventualities however exist, but God protects those of His 
servants who follow His guidance from them. Misery is attendant on following error, 
even though a person has all the pleasures the world can give. Indeed, such 
pleasures are part of his misery both in this life and in the life to come. For every 
forbidden pleasure is succeeded by pain and negative consequences. When human 
beings stray from God's guidance, they sink into worry, confusion and instability. 
They swing from one extreme to the other. Misery will always be the result of such 
worry and confusion, even though a person enjoys all the riches life can give. But the 
ultimate misery is that suffered in the hereafter. However, those who follow God's 
guidance are protected from error and misery in this earthly life. This compensates 
them for their lost Paradise until they return to it on the appointed day. 


"But he who turns away from My message shall have a straitened life and We shall raise 
him up blind on the Day of Resurrection." (Verse 124) When human life severs its links 
with God, depriving itself of His abundant grace, it becomes straitened, even though 
it may be materially affluent. It is a type of stress attendant on being isolated from 
God and the reassurance of His mercy. It is a stress that demonstrates itself in worry, 
doubt and confusion; holding tight to what one owns and fearing unexpected loss; 
coveting all manner of comfort and pleasure; nurturing aspirations and ambitions, 
etc. People do not feel true reassurance except when they place their trust in God, 
holding tight to their bond with Him. The reassurance generated by faith in God 
adds much to life's dimensions in length, breadth, depth and expanse. Without such 
reassurance, life is nothing but a continuous misery and is far harder than what man 
suffers through poverty and deprivation. 


"We shall raise him up blind on the Day of Resurrection." (Verse 124) This is the same 
type of going astray as that which man went through in the life of this world. It 
comes by way of recompense for his turning away from God's message in this first 
life. Hence, he asks: "Lord, why have You raised me up blind, while I was endowed with 
sight?" (Verse 125) The answer is not long coming: "Thus it is.. Our revelations were 
brought to you, but you were oblivious to them. So today shall you be consigned to oblivion. 
For thus shall We reward him who transgresses and does not believe in his Lord's revelations. 
Indeed the suffering in the lift to come shall be most severe and most enduring." (Verses 126- 
127) 


Anyone who turns his back on God's message certainly transgresses. He walks 
away from the guidance brought to him by God's Messenger when it is the richest 
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blessing and the most valuable resource. He transgresses as he turns his sight to 
objects he was not meant to look at, yet remains oblivious to God's revelations. It is 
not surprising that he lives a straitened life. Moreover, on the Day of Resurrection he 
will be raised up blind. 


We note here how the wording and the images drawn provide complementary 
and contrasting scenes: the fall from heaven is followed by misery and going astray. 
It contrasts with the return to heaven where one is free from all such misery. A life of 
ease contrasts with a straitened life, and guidance contrasts with blindness. All this 
comes by way of comment on Adam’s story, which is the story of all mankind. It 
starts and ends in heaven, as we saw earlier in Surah 7, The Heights. However the 
scenes here are different. In each case, they fit the general emphasis of the surah in 
which they are drawn. 


The Lessons of History 


The surah now moves us along to look at how earlier communities met their fate, 
which is much closer to us than the Day of Judgement. Moreover, we can see their 
destruction and what is left of them with our own eyes, while we cannot see 
resurrection. 


Can they not see how many generations We have destroyed before their time? They 
walk about in the very places where they dwelt. In this there are signs for men of 
wisdom. Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord already gone forth, setting a 
term, their destruction would have been inescapable. (Verses 128-129) 


When we look with our eyes and minds at the fate of earlier communities; when 
we look closely at the lands were they lived and prospered; when we imagine their 
dwellings and how they became empty with no one living in them; when we stretch 
our imagination to see them walking through their lands, going here and there, 
moving along, taking rest, looking to their futures, dealing with their worries, and 
then open our eyes to see nothing but emptiness, we realize that we are at the edge of 
a precipice that threatens to engulf us like it did earlier communities. We know that 
the great power that overwhelmed earlier generations is able to overwhelm the 
present ones as well. We understand then the meaning of the warning given to us, 
because the lesson is there for us to see. How come, then, that people do not 
recognize divine guidance when the fate of earlier generations provides every 
guiding indication to anyone who has a mind to use: “In this there are signs for people 
of wisdom.” (Verse 128) 


Divine wisdom has willed that God will not eliminate them by a calamity that 
befalls them in this present world. This is the reason why they do not meet a similar 
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fate. This is a situation God has decreed, giving them respite up to a term appointed 
for them. Otherwise they too would have been punished for their rejection of the 
truth: “Now, were it not for a decree from your Lord already gone forth, setting a term, their 
destruction would have been inescapable.” (Verse 129) 


The Way to Contentment 


We mentioned that the unbelievers had been given respite. They will have their 
term, but they have definitely not been abandoned. The Prophet is told not to pay 
much attention to them or to the luxuries and comforts they have been given in this 
life. All this is a test for them. What God has given him of His blessings is much 
better and greater. He is to remain patient and steadfast: 


Hence, bear with patience whatever they may say, and extol your Lord’s limitless 
glory and praise Him before the rising of the sun and before its setting; and extol His 
glory, too, during the hours of the night as well as during the hours of the day, so that 
you may attain a state of contentment. Do not turn your eyes covetously towards 
whatever splendour of this world’s life We have allowed many of them to enjoy in 
order that We may test them thereby. Whatever provisions your Lord may give are 
indeed better and longer lasting. Enjoin prayer on your people, and be diligent in its 
observance. We do not ask you for any provisions. It is We who provide for you. The 
future belongs to the God-fearing. (Verses 130-132) 


The Prophet is instructed to bear with patience whatever the unbelievers say. He 
is not to answer their blasphemy, rejection or ridicule. He should be neither 
distressed by what they say, nor grieved at what may await them. He is to turn to his 
Lord, glorifying Him before sunrise and sunset: early with the fresh breath of dawn 
as life awakens, and late as everything begins to cool down when the sun is about to 
set and the whole universe seems to close its eyes, ready to sleep. He is to glorify 
God and praise Him intermittently through the day and the night, so as to keep his 
link with Him throughout. 


Such glorification is urged on the Prophet, and all his followers, “so that you may 
attain a state of contentment.” (Verse 130) When we glorify God, we have a direct link 
with Him, and the person who maintains such a link is contented, reassured. He is in 
a state of contentment as everything around him feels content; and he is reassured 
because he knows that, with God's help, he is safe and secure. Thus, contentedness is 
the fruit of worship and God’s glorification. In itself, it is a reward that is generated 
within one’s heart. 


So the Prophet is instructed to turn his face to God offering his worship. He is 
further instructed: “Do not turn your eyes covetously towards whatever splendour of this 
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world’s life We have allowed many of them to enjoy” (Verse 131) There is plenty of 
splendour in this life which may appear very tempting. There are luxuries, pleasures, 
wealth, children, high position and power. But all this is merely a ‘flower’, to use the 
exact word of the Qur’an; and like a flower, all this splendour will fade within a very 
brief period. Hence, they are given all this splendour to enjoy “in order that We may 
test them thereby.” (Verse 131) Thus, their true metal will be known by the way they 
use what God has favoured them with of the splendour of this life. But then they 
must realize that at the end of the day, “whatever provisions your Lord may give are 
indeed better and longer lasting.” (Verse 131) This refers to what the believers are given 
in the life to come. These provisions are for enjoyment, not a test. They have no 
special lure to turn people away from what is better. They are the better provision 
and they are everlasting. 


We must not understand this verse as encouraging self-denial or disdain for the 
comforts of this life. It is rather an encouragement to hold on to true and lasting 
values, to maintain one’s ties with God and be contented. This is the best way to 
resist the temptation of the splendour and attractions of this life. When we maintain 
such values, we are free to rise above the lure of false temptations, splendid as they 
may appear. 


“Enjoin prayer on your people.” (Verse 132) The first duty of a Muslim is to make his 
home a Muslim home, enjoining his family to attend to their prayers so that they all 
maintain their ties with God. Thus, they are united in their approach to life. Life in a 
home where all members turn to God for worship is certainly a happy one. 


“And be diligent in its observance.” (Verse 132) Be diligent so that you offer your 
prayers complete and its effect becomes a reality. Prayer restrains man from 
loathsome deeds and indecency. This is its true effect. To attain the level where 
prayer provides such restraint requires diligence in its observance. Unless we reach 
the stage that our prayer yields this fruit, it remains a mere sequence of phrases and 
movements. 


Prayer and worship generally are duties assigned to the Prophet and believers. 
God does not gain anything by them. He is in need of no one: “We do not ask you for 
any provisions. It is We who provide for you.” (Verse 132) Worship nurtures God- 
consciousness within the worshipper. Hence, “the future belongs to the God-fearing.” 
(Verse 132) It is man who benefits by prayer, both in this life and in the life to come. 
He offers his worship to God and he enjoys, as a result, a state of contentment. He is 
comfortable, reassured. Furthermore, he ultimately receives a much greater reward 
in the hereafter. As for God, He needs nothing from anyone. 


As the surah draws to its close, it refers again to those people who, enjoying 
position and power, reject God’s revelations and demand that the Prophet deliver a 
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miracle. They make such demands even after the Prophet has given them the Qur’an 
which explains in all clarity what previous messages from God were like. 


“They say: ‘Why does he not bring us a sign from his Lord?’ Has there not come to them a 
clear evidence of the truth in the earlier scriptures?” (Verse 133) They need no physical 
miracle. Hence, their demands betray their arrogance. The Qur’an is more than 
sufficient as proof. It links the new message with God’s previous messages, uniting 
them all and clarifying what was left in general terms in previous messages. 


God has given those who deny the truth everything they need to recognize the 
truth and believe in it when He sent them His last Messenger: “Had We destroyed them 
with a calamity before his coming, they would have said, ‘Our Lord, if only You had sent us a 
Messenger, we would have followed Your revelations rather than be humiliated and 
disgraced.’” (Verse 134) 


At the time when this verse was recited, they had been neither humiliated nor 
disgraced. The verse describes their inevitable end which will bring them 
humiliation and disgrace. It may be that they will then say: “Our Lord, if only You had 
sent us a Messenger.’ Now a Messenger is sent to them and they have no excuse to 
justify their rejection. 


As the surah describes their end, the Prophet is commanded to leave them alone, 
without grieving for them. He should announce to them that he will await the end, 
and let them await it as they wish: “Say: Everyone is hopefully waiting; so wait, if you 
will. You will certainly come to know who has followed the even path, and who has been 
rightly guided.” (Verse 135) 


Thus the surah ends. It started with assuring the Prophet that the Qur’an was not 
revealed to him to cause him any distress. It defined the role of the Qur’an as ‘an 
admonition to the God-fearing.’ (Verse 3) The end is in full harmony with the beginning. 
It provides a reminder and an admonition for those who may benefit thereby. As the 
Prophet conveyed his message complete, the only thing that remains is to await the 
end, which is determined by God. 
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